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Abstract 
This study examined the number of wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 
2004 to September 1, 2012. Four hundred forty seven exoneration cases were examined to obtain 
the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions, the most common offenses related to 
wrongful convictions, the evidence that led to a new trial, and the outcome of the exoneration 
based on dismissal of charges, acquittal, or pardons.  Interviews were conducted to obtain 
exoneration case representation criteria, challenges faced in handling exonerations, and the 
factors found that contributed to wrongful conviction cases worked on. This study revealed that 
the most common offenses related to wrongful convictions were murder, sexual assault, child sex 
abuse, and robbery. The factors that contributed to wrongful convictions were mistaken witness 
identification, false confession, perjury or false accusation, false or misleading forensic evidence, 
official misconduct, and inadequate legal defense. The most common outcome for wrongful 
convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 was that the 
charges were dismissed and the exoneree was acquitted. Benefits of identifying the factors that 
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Law abiding citizens should be free of oppression from the criminal justice system, and 
should not be wrongfully convicted of a crime they did not commit.  Innocent people have been 
wrongfully convicted for decades, robbing them of their freedom and life experiences (Gould & 
Leo, 2010). While wrongfully imprisoned, their children have grown up without them, and they 
have been put in dangerous prison environments to suffer at the hands of other prisoners 
(Grounds, 2004). Convicting an innocent person means that the guilty perpetrator is not brought 
to justice, and they are free to victimize and harm others (Huff, 2002). These types of 
miscarriages of justice have made the public and researchers aware of the fact that the criminal 
justice system has flaws that need to be addressed. 
Wrongful convictions have been the subject of research for several decades.  Early 
research by Borchard (1932) revealed that in 65 cases, innocent people had been wrongfully 
convicted.  In Bedau and Radelet’s (1987) study, they examined wrongful convictions in 
potential capital cases, and found that 23 innocent people had been executed.  Borchard’s (1932) 
study inspired others to continue to analyze the causes and consequences of wrongful 
convictions: mistaken eyewitness testimony (Christianson, 1992; Green & Loftus, 1984; Huff, 
Rattner, & Sagarin, 1986); race and class (Edelman, 2005; Mauer, 2004; Rizer, 2003); false or 
coerced confessions (Drizzin & Leo, 2004; Leo & Ofshe, 1998); careless forensic work (Eckroth, 
2004; Garret & Neufeld, 2009); overzealous or unethical police misconduct (Findley & Scott, 
2006; Martin, 2002; Ramsey & Frank, 2007); prosecutor tunnel vision or misconduct (Huff, 
2004; Gould & Leo, 2010); inadequate defense counsel (Gross, Jacoby, Matheson, Montgomery, 
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& Patel, 2005;  Mounts, 1982); and juror bias (Carroll, Kerr, Weaver, MacCoun, & Feldman, 
1986; Vidmar, 2002).  
Additional research has been done on public opinion relating to the perceptions and 
beliefs of wrongful convictions. Citizens, police officers, judges, prosecutors, and defense 
attorneys participated in surveys to determine their awareness of the frequency that wrongful 
convictions occur; the frequency of system errors (professional error and misconduct) that led to 
wrongful convictions; why wrongful convictions occur; and whether wrongful conviction occur 
frequently enough to justify system reform (Ramsey & Frank, 2007; Smith et al., 2011; Zalman 
et al., 2012). Several researchers have also attempted to estimate or count the frequency at which 
wrongful convictions occur (Bedau & Radelet, 1987; Gross et al., 2005; Huff et al., 1986; 
Ramsey & Frank, 2007; Rissinger, 2007; Zalman et al., 2011; Zalman et al., 2012).  
 Before DNA tests were available, there was no way to count the number of innocent 
people that have been wrongfully convicted, sentenced to death, and/or executed (Bandes, 2009). 
Only the cases in which wrongfully convicted defendants have been exonerated by DNA 
evidence, by a confession from the actually perpetrator, or other convincing evidence of 
innocence that was not available at trial, have been counted and documented (Gross & O’Brien, 
2008). Evidence in the form of saliva, blood, skin tissue, hair and semen that was recovered from 
a crime scene can be used to create a DNA profile (Murty & Vyas, 2010).  The DNA profile can 
be entered into the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) DNA system. This allows law 
enforcement agencies to match DNA profiles with other national databases to identify a suspect. 
Since the discovery of DNA technology, DNA profiles have also been used in exonerating those 
who have been convicted and sentenced for a crime they did not commit. 
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Gary Dotson was convicted of aggravated kidnapping and rape, in July 1979. His 
conviction was based on the victim identifying him from a police mug book, and in a police 
lineup, and false forensic testimony ("Know the cases," 2012). In March 1985, the victim 
recanted her testimony stating that she had made up the story about the rape to hide a date with 
her boyfriend from her parents. The judge refused to vacate the original sentence, and Dotson’s 
motion for a new trial was denied. In August 1989, Dotson’s conviction was overturned after a 
DNA test showed that the biological evidence did not come from Dotson. Dotson was the first 
person to be exonerated by a DNA test, after serving eight years in prison for a crime he did not 
commit (Garrett, 2005).  The contributing factors to Gary Dotson’s wrongful conviction were 
false or misleading forensic evidence and perjury or false accusation.  
The first exoneration of a death row inmate who was wrongfully convicted of rape and 
murder was in 1993. Kirk Bloodsworth was convicted of murder, and sexual assault of a 9-year-
old girl in March 1983. This was based on an anonymous call to police, identifying Bloodsworth 
as being with the victim earlier that day. Five witnesses also testified that they had seen 
Bloodsworth with the victim. The police had not mentioned to the defense that there might have 
been another suspect. Based on this information Bloodsworth’s conviction was overturned on 
appeal and he was retried. Bloodsworth was convicted at his second trial and sentenced to death.  
In 1992 the prosecution agreed to a DNA test, which excluded Bloodsworth as the perpetrator, 
and he was released from prison in June 1993 after spending eight years in prison ("Know the 
cases," 2012).  The contributing factors to Kirk Bloodsworth wrongful conviction were 
eyewitness misidentification and government misconduct. In 2003, a DNA database revealed the 
identity of the actual guilty perpetrator of that rape and murder (Kleinert, 2006).  The stories of 
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Gary Dotson and Kirk Bloodsworth are examples of how the innocent are wrongly convicted, 
and how the development of DNA aided in their exonerations. 
 Once it was revealed that several people were exonerated after spending up to twenty 
years in prison for a crime they did not commit.  Congress took action to guarantee post- 
conviction DNA testing to inmates.  In 1999, Attorney General Janet Reno recommended the use 
of DNA testing in post-conviction proceedings after a study revealed that 28 people had been 
wrongfully convicted and exonerated through post-conviction DNA testing (Kleinert, 2006).  
Reno created a National Commission on the Future of DNA evidence with the goal of creating 
recommendations so that the wrongfully convicted could secure relief (Steinback, 2008).  
Senator Patrick Leahy introduced the Innocence Protection Act in the House and Senate in 2001, 
and 2002 (Steinback, 2008).  The legislation did not get voted on by the House of 
Representatives during this time frame, and was reintroduced in 2003. After being supported by 
both parties, the Innocence Protection Act of 2004 was enacted in October 2004.  The Innocence 
Protection Act gives federal prisoners the right to prove their innocence (Kleinert, 2006).  This 
gives a convicted prisoner greater access to post-conviction DNA testing. DNA testing will be 
ordered if the prisoner meets certain guidelines.  The prisoner must first declare under penalty of 
perjury that he or she is actually not guilty of the crime in which he or she was convicted (Chang, 
2009). Other requirements include: (1) the evidence must have been collected from the original 
investigation; (2) the evidence must not have been previously submitted for DNA testing; (3) the 
evidence must have been properly stored; (4) the prisoner must state a defense not inconsistent 
with one used at trial that would establish actual innocence; and (5) the prisoner must certify that 
the testing will show a reasonable probability that he or she did not commit the offense.  If the 
DNA establishes that the prisoner was innocent, he or she can file a motion for a new trial 
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(Kleinert, 2006).  If the DNA test establishes that the prisoner was guilty and the source of DNA 
evidence, he or she can be sentenced to an additional three years (Chang, 2009).  Grants will be 
awarded to states to improve the quality of legal representation to indigent defendants in state 
capital cases.  The grants may be awarded to a public defender program, or an entity with 
jurisdiction in criminal cases. Demonstrated knowledge and expertise in capital cases will be 
required to receive grants. Grants will also be awarded to prosecutors to improve their abilities in 
state capital cases.  The funds can be used to implement training programs, and to set appropriate 
standards and qualifications for state and local prosecutors.  The Attorney General will establish 
guidelines in which a state may apply for grants. States will be evaluated to make sure they are 
compliant under the terms and conditions of the grant.  The Innocence Protection Act also 
includes compensation for the wrongfully convicted. A person who is proven innocent of a 
federal crime that was wrongfully convicted can receive compensation ($100,000 for death row 
exonerees, and $50,000 for non-death row exonerees) for each year that he or she wrongly 
suffered in prison ("Justice for all," 2004). This type of wrongful conviction reform has been part 
of the Innocence Movement’s agenda, which now exists based upon research, specifically DNA 
testing.  
 In 1992, Barry Scheck and Peter Neufeld started the Innocence Project at Benjamin 
Cardozo School of Law in New York to help individuals who had been wrongfully convicted 
(Yob, 2002). The Innocence Project is a non-profit organization that uses volunteer law students, 
and attorneys to review cases of people who state they have been wrongfully convicted. The 
three goals of the Innocence Project is to represent possible exonerees in court, furnish assistance 
for exonerees on release, and work towards policy reforms created to reduce wrongful 
convictions (Zalman, 2006). The Innocence Project only works with cases of “actual innocence” 
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where post conviction DNA testing of evidence can reveal conclusive proof of innocence 
(Carroll, 2007, p. 672).  
As of September 30, 2012 the Innocence Project has assisted in 297 post-conviction DNA 
exonerations throughout the United States ("The innocence project," 2012). The Innocence 
Project has also established programs to assist exonerees; the Life After Exoneration Program, 
also in a joint venture with the Center for Wrongful Convictions, the Association in Defense of 
the Wrongly Convicted was established in Canada (Zalman, 2006). The Center for Wrongful 
Conviction at Northwestern University has three functions: legal representation, research the 
systemic problems that cause wrongful convictions, and community awareness of the causes and 
costs of wrongful conviction. They also work in a joint project with the University of the 
Michigan Law School on the National Registry of Exonerations ("About the registry," 2012). 
 The purpose of this study is to examine wrongful convictions that have been formally 
exonerated by acquittal, pardon or dismissal of all charges since the enactment of the Innocence 
Protection Act of 2004 and the factors that have contributed to wrongful convictions that were 
revealed during exoneration proceedings. Identifying the factors that have contributed to 
wrongful convictions can be useful in developing policies and legislation. The current study aims 
to answer these questions:	  (1) What is the total number of wrongful convictions that have been 
exonerated since the enactment of the Innocence Protection Act of 2004?; (2) What are the 
factors that have contributed to wrongful convictions?; (3) What are the most common offenses 
related to wrongful convictions?; (4) In what states and regions of the United States have 
wrongful convictions occurred more frequently?; (5) What new evidence led a new trial being 
granted to the defendant?; and  (6) Are the exonerations based on a pardon, acquittal, or 
dismissal of all charges related to the crime the exoneree was originally convicted?  




Previous research on wrongful convictions has examined two factors: (1) the causes of 
wrongful convictions, and (2) the public’s opinion relating to their perceptions and beliefs of 
wrongful convictions (Huff et al., 1986; Christianson, 1992; Leo & Ofshe, 1998; Drizzin & Leo, 
2004; Ramsey & Frank, 2007; Smith et al., 2011; Zalman et al., 2012; Mounts, 1982; Gross et 
al., 2005; Carroll, Kerr, Weaver, MacCoun, & Feldman, 1986). 
The Extent of the Problem 
 Law abiding citizens should be free of oppression from the criminal justice system and 
not be wrongfully convicted of a crime they did not commit (Ramsey & Frank, 2007). 
Convicting an innocent person means that the guilty perpetrator is not brought to justice and 
therefore threatens the public’s safety.  The actual offender is free to victimize and harm others 
(Huff, 2002); therefore, the wrong person is prosecuted, convicted, sentenced and harmed.  
Wrongful convictions significantly harm an innocent defendant when forced to face the 
dangers of imprisonment (Gould & Leo, 2010).  Wrongfully convicted defendants experience 
life threatening and psychological traumas while in prison. They are attacked by other prisoners, 
scalded with hot water, stabbed and sexually assaulted. Many are left feeling depressed, 
hopeless, paranoid, and suffer from post traumatic stress disorder (Grounds, 2004). Wrongful 
convictions undermine the public’s trust in the criminal justice system (Gould & Leo, 2010).  A 
burden is placed on the integrity, reputation, and effectiveness of the criminal justice system and 
all of those who represent the system (Ramsey & Frank, 2007).   
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Defining Wrongful Conviction 
Huff et al. (1986) defined wrongful conviction in their study to include only cases in 
which a person is convicted of a felony, but was later found to be innocent beyond reasonable 
doubt, due to a confession by the actual offender. Risinger (2007) stated that a wrongful 
conviction could be inter-changeable with factual innocence. Those who are factually innocent 
can be wrongfully convicted when no crime has been committed, or someone else committed the 
crime.  Risinger (2007) refers to this as wrongful conviction in the factual sense.  In Ramsey and 
Frank’s (2007) research, the term wrongful conviction was defined as a process in which 
individuals were wrongfully convicted of a crime but are in fact innocent. Forst (2004) stated 
that two kinds of errors of justice occur: errors of due process, which can be from violations of a 
defendants rights to the conviction of a factually innocent person, and errors of impunity, which 
can be from the failure to apprehend a perpetrator to the acquittal of a factually guilty defendant.  
 When sufficiently strong evidence has been assembled to persuade a prosecutor, a court, 
or a governor that a convicted defendant is not guilty, only then will a wrongful conviction be 
exonerated (Gross, 2008). Exonerations are the official legal concept declaring a defendant not 
guilty of a crime that they had been previously convicted of and can include a governor’s pardon, 
a court’s dismissal of charges and acquittal after the re-trials (Gross et al., 2005).   
The National Registry of Exonerations website defines exoneration as a process when a 
person who has been exonerated if he or she was convicted of a crime and was either: (1) 
declared to be factually innocent by a government agency that has the authority to make that 
declaration; or (2) relieved of all the consequences of the criminal conviction by a government 
official who has the authority to take that action.  The official action taken by the government 
official may be a complete pardon by a governor, whether or not the pardon is indicated as based 
                                                                                                                         
 9 
on innocence, an acquittal of all charges related to the crime that the person was originally 
convicted of by a court or prosecutor, a dismissal of all charges related to the crime that the 
person was originally convicted of by a court or prosecutor.  The pardon, acquittal, or dismissal 
must be a result of evidence of innocence that either was not presented at the trial when the 
person was convicted, or if the person pled guilty, was not known to the defendant, the defense 
attorney and the court at the time that the plea was entered ("The national registry," 2012).  
The Causes of Wrongful Convictions 
Early research examining the causes of wrongful convictions began with Borchard (1932) 
to find out how an error occurred and how it was later discovered. This was in response to a 
claim by a Massachusetts district attorney that “Innocent men were never convicted” (Borchard, 
1932, p. vii). Borchard (1932) collected data from notifications of a governor’s pardon, reports of 
a trial, or newspaper items to reveal the causes of the wrongful convictions in 65 cases.  He 
interviewed defense attorneys, prosecutors, judges, and the pardon board to get an accurate 
account of the facts of each case.  Borchard (1932) found that the causes of the wrongful 
convictions were mistaken identification, perjury, false confessions, overzealous prosecution, 
and overzealous police officers. In addition to finding the causes of the wrongful convictions, 
other related circumstances were found.  In 13 cases no crime had been committed, and in seven 
cases the crimes continued after a suspect was arrested and convicted. Borchard (1932) also 
noted that in six cases a suspect was charged with murder, and the alleged victim turned up alive. 
In 14 cases hostile witnesses framed the suspects, and in 22 cases a previous record contributed 
to the wrongful conviction. Borchard’s (1932) research laid the groundwork for future research 
on wrongful convictions.  However, the manner in which each researcher conducted their studies 
on the causes and perceptions relating to wrongful convictions differed. Bedua and Radelet 
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(1987) used the New York Times index, and holdings in the New York public library to examine 
capital cases; (Gross et al., 2005; Leo & Ofshe, 1998) used media sources; (Huff et al. 1996; 
Ramsey & Frank, 2007; Smith et al. 2011; Zalman et al. 2012) used surveys; and Garrett (2011) 
used trial transcripts.  
 Gould and Leo (2010) stated that when considering the contributing sources of wrongful 
convictions, it is important to first distinguish between correlation and causation, and second 
between contributing and exclusive sources. It is more important to examine the sources of 
wrongful convictions than the causes, in that one or more sources could lead to the outcome of a 
case. The most important goal of the criminal justice system should be to find what factors are 
present in the cases that lead the system to acquit or dismiss charges against the innocent that are 
not present in cases that lead to the system to wrongfully convict the innocent (Gould & Leo, 
2010).  
Mistaken Eyewitness Testimony.  Loftus (2003) stated that faulty memory is not just 
about picking the wrong person. Our memories are not fixed.  Witnesses can pick up information 
from other sources, and they combine small bits of memory from different experiences.  The 
problematic nature of eyewitness testimony is first that human perception and memory are 
unreliable.  A person’s perceptual and memorial system does not record and store information, 
only selective features of their environment is acquired. Second, human susceptibility is 
compounded by suggestive influences, making perception and memories unreliable. Third, 
eyewitness memory is distorted when they hear the evidence, rather than being directly affected 
by the situation (Greene & Loftus, 1984).    
 Loftus and Messo (1987) found that when a weapon was present during a crime, the 
eyewitness was visually drawn more to the weapon, than to the perpetrators face, making 
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identification difficult.  The presence of a weapon can cause fear and emotional stress. 
Christianson’s (1992) research found that emotional stress caused narrowing of the attention to 
details. In many cases eyewitnesses have no doubt about the accuracy of their testimony. In other 
cases some either had slight or lingering questions in their own minds, but still felt confident in 
testifying against a defendant (Huff et al., 1986).   
 Gross (2005) examined exonerations spanning over a 15-year period looking for general 
patterns that occurred in wrongful convictions.  Consistent with Bedau & Radelet’s (1987) 
research, 64% of the wrongful convictions were caused by eyewitnesses misidentifying the 
defendant. In 71% of the sexual assault exonerations, the victims and witnesses who testified 
were strangers, however, 85% of the defendants exonerated for murder knew the victim or one of 
the eyewitnesses before the crime occurred.  Police procedures can also affect eyewitness 
identification. 
 Police lineups and show-ups can also impact eyewitness identification.  Variables that 
can affect eyewitness identification are system variables and estimator variables (Wells & Olsen, 
2003). System variables include instructions given to the eyewitness (whether the suspect is in 
the lineup or not), and lineup content (the size of the lineup). Estimator variables are the 
characteristics of the witness (age, and gender), characteristics of the event (amount of time the 
suspect is in view, if a weapon was present, and lighting conditions), and the characteristics of 
testimony (confidence of the eyewitness, the accuracy of the eyewitness, the speed in which the 
eyewitness identifies a suspect). Subsequently, a lineup administrator may also give hints to the 
location of the suspect in the lineup (Leach, Cultler & Wallendael, 2009). Witnesses will use a 
relative judgment process in selecting a person out of a lineup. For example, at first glance of the 
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lineup, a witness will have the tendency to pick the person who looks most like the suspect, 
disregarding other members of the lineup (Wells, 2006). 
Police officers may also conduct a show-up at a crime scene when determining whether 
to arrest a suspect. Show-ups have been known to be suggestive by leading the witness to believe 
the suspect was apprehended near the crime scene, especially when they are in handcuffs (Leach 
et al., 2009). A show-up is more likely to produce false identifications since the witness knows 
whom the police suspect the offender is (Dekle, Beal, Elliott & Huneycutt, 1996). Whether the 
witness is guessing, or trying to identify a suspect from memory during a show-up, witnesses 
will always be led back to the same suspect by police (Leach et al., 2009). 
Race and Class. The impoverished in America account for a substantial amount of 
wrongful convictions due to the lack of resources and general lack of credibility (Rizer, 2003).  
The common intersection of race and class is the disproportionate poverty that exists among 
people of color, especially, African Americans and Latinos (Edelman, 2005).  The way that 
society develops a response to crime is always subject to a variety of social, cultural, and 
political dynamics (Mauer, 2004). Race plays a large role in how citizens view crime and 
criminal justice in America (Gross, 1997). The race of the victim is a strong predictor of which 
defendants will end up on death row, and why some who are innocent are sentenced to death 
(Radelet & Bedau, 1998). Smith and Hattery (2011) examined the role that race plays in 
wrongful convictions and exonerations and found that of the 150 cases they examined, 70% of 
the exonerees were African Americans.   
Upon examining the first 250 people exonerated by DNA, Garrett’s (2011) study’s 
finding was consistent with that of Smith and Hattery (2011) in that African Americans were 
exonerated at higher rates than any other race. One hundred fifty five (62%) of the exonerees 
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were African Americans, 74 (30%) were Caucasian, and 30 (8%) were Hispanic. To accurately 
conduct his research Garrett (2011) got in touch with defense attorneys, court clerks, court 
reporters, and the Innocence Project to obtain and examine trial transcripts.  Garrett (2011) found 
that there is a long history of discrimination in cases of rape involving white women, and African 
American men. Prosecutors will also push for more serious charges when cases involve white 
women and African American men. Jurors are also known to be more likely to convict African 
American males when the crime involves white victims. Smith and Hattery’s (2011) findings 
implied that African Americans were disproportionately among the wrongfully convicted.  
False or Coerced Confessions.  A confession is treated as damning and compelling 
evidence of guilt and will likely dominate all other evidence in convicting a defendant (Leo & 
Ofshe, 1998).  Kassin and Gudjonsson (2004) defined a confession as an oral statement in which 
a person admits or acknowledges guilt for a crime. The controversy surrounding confessions is 
whether they are authentic, voluntary, reliable, and in accordance with the law.  
Gross et al. (2005) found that the police were more likely to obtain coerced false 
confessions during long and intensive interrogations.  These types of interrogations frighten, 
deceive or break the will of a suspect into admitting to a crime he or she did not commit. Police 
obtain false confessions by using a multiple step approach of influence, persuasion, and 
compliance (Gould & Leo, 2010).  
The purpose of a police interrogation is to obtain incriminating statements and admission, 
a full confession, not determine guilt or innocence (Drizzin & Leo, 2004). The primary cause of 
most false confessions is the investigator’s use of improper, coercive interrogation techniques. 
Police only obtain false confessions when they erroneously interrogate innocent people (Gould & 
Leo, 2010). If a person falsely confesses, is convicted and imprisoned, it is unlikely that the 
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criminal justice system will take the defendant’s claim of innocence serious (Drizzin & Leo, 
2004). 
Leo and Ofshe (1998) examined 60 cases of false confessions by collecting data from 
electronic media sources and case files. Police transcripts, trial records, appellate court opinions 
and academic journals were used to examine the false confessions. Cases were selected on two 
criteria: (1) no physical evidence indicated the suspect’s guilt; and (2) the evidence consisted of 
the suspect’s statement “I did it.” Three categories were then determined from reviewing the 
cases: proven false confession, highly probable false confession, and probable false confession. 
In 34 cases the defendant’s confession was proven to be false and exonerated by scientific 
evidence. Eighteen cases were found to be highly probable false confessions, and no evidence 
was found to support that the confession was true. Eight cases were found to be probable false 
confessions with no physical evidence supporting the defendant’s guilt, further supporting the 
fact that the confession was false.  
Perjury or False Accusation by Witnesses, Informants, and Jailhouse Snitches.  
Perjury and false accusations have been found to be one of the leading contributing factors to 
wrongful convictions (Gross, 2008). As seen in the case of Gary Dotson, the witness purposely 
reported a false crime and picked Dotson as the suspect to hide a date with her boyfriend from 
her parents ("Know the cases," 2012). Gross (1996) found that one of the reasons perjury occurs 
in wrongful convictions is that criminals will accuse an innocent defendant to deflect suspicion 
from themselves. In other cases the witness did not take any part in the crime, but still lied to get 
money for other favors. Harmon (2001) noted that in several cases, a codefendant committed 
perjury to receive a more lenient sentence or to escape the death penalty. False accusations have 
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two categories: a crime did occur and someone is purposely and falsely accused, and others 
where no crime occurred (Huff, Rattner, Sagarin, & MacNamara, 1986). 
 Informants and jailhouse snitches reshaped their stories for favorable considerations, 
especially when they did not like the defendant or because of the type of crime that was 
committed (Huff, 2002).  Jailhouse informants testified about statements made by fellow inmates 
and are the most deceitful witnesses known to the court (Bloom, 2003). Police and prosecutors 
will use informants to gain information, and in return dismissal of charges, reduced sentences, 
and leniency are given (Natapoff, 2010). McCloskey (1989) stated that testimony by jailhouse 
snitches was highly effective for the prosecutor, especially when the jury is assured that the 
witness is not getting any benefit for testifying.  
  Bedau and Radelet’s (1987) study examined 350 capital cases where a suspect was 
sentenced to death and was later found innocent. The New York Times, holdings in the New 
York library, and responses from readers of three national newsletters with information on 
relevant capital cases were analyzed for miscarriages of justice.  The most common error found 
in more than half of the cases contained three main causes by witnesses.  First, perjury by the 
prosecutor’s witnesses was the leading cause in 117 cases. Second, mistaken eyewitness 
identification had occurred in 56 cases. Finally, the prosecutor’s witnesses were found to have 
unreliable testimony in 23 cases. In one case of perjury, the actual murderer was the prosecutor’s 
main witness against the innocent defendant, who was convicted and sentenced to death (Bedau 
& Radelet, 1987). 
Faulty Forensic Science.  DNA identification can be a powerful tool, yet the intentional 
or negligent misuse of this information can have disastrous outcomes, such as the wrongful 
conviction of the innocent (Eckroth, 2004).  Police officers and prosecutors use crime labs to 
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examine evidence from crime scenes. They are responsible for recovering DNA evidence and to 
ensure it is extracted, analyzed, interpreted and explained accurately.  Degradation of biological 
material, sample mix-ups, and incorrect interpretations of results by analysts are harmful sources 
of inaccuracy (Eckroth, 2004).  
Crime labs suffer from lack of employee training, sloppy scientific techniques, and false 
or incorrect testimony.  Garrett and Neufeld’s (2009) research on invalid forensic science 
testimony showed that when analysts were called to testify by the prosecution, they would 
provide statistics to include the defendant and imply that a percentage of the population was 
excluded (the biological donor possessed blood type B, a type only shared with 11% of the 
population and that 89% of the population was excluded, or that 5% of the population would 
have a specific hair color as the defendant).  Analysts also made statements without any 
empirical evidence (hair found at a crime scene is highly likely to have come from the 
defendant). In many cases analysts tend to overstate the evidence. Analysts have testified that 
they have a specialized degree, however, several were found to have false credentials, or have 
never obtained any formal training or education (Giannelli, 2001). Other analysts were found to 
give misleading evidence or withheld evidence from lab reports, and when they testified at trial 
they would include the evidence.    
One of the worst cases of faulty forensic science was noted by Griebel (2012) when it 
was revealed that analyst Fred Zain testified in a rape case that blood samples from the 
defendant, Glen Woodall matched samples taken from the victims. Woodall was convicted and 
sentenced to two life terms without parole all to be served consecutively in July 1987.  A DNA 
test excluded Woodall as the rapist, and in 1992 his conviction was overturned. Woodall was the 
first person exonerated after being convicted due to Zain’s testimony ("Know the cases," 2012).  
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After Woodall’s exoneration an investigation into Zain was conducted at the request of the 
Supreme Court of Appeals of West Virginia. The investigation revealed that Zain was found to 
have several acts of misconduct such as: (1) regularly overstated the strength of the laboratory 
results; (2) reported that several items had been tested for a match, when only a single item had 
been tested for a match; (3) constantly reported inconclusive results as conclusive; (4) 
consistently altered laboratory records;  (5) repeatedly failed to report conflicting results; (6) 
implied that items had matched a suspect when testing supported only a match to the victim; and 
(7) consistently reported scientifically impossible or improbable results. This type of misconduct 
created more victims by misrepresenting the evidence, and in one case helped convict an 
innocent man of rape while the guilty perpetrator was allowed to go free and eventually killed a 
man (Griebel, 2012). 
Police Tunnel Vision and Misconduct.  Police officers are usually the first to arrive at a 
crime scene and start the initial investigation; how well they do their job can have serious 
implications for an innocent individual that has become a suspect (Ramsey & Frank, 2007).  In 
some cases police officers will exhibit tunnel vision.  Findley and Scott (2006) define tunnel 
vision as the tendency to focus on a suspect, select and filter the evidence that will build a case 
for conviction, while ignoring or suppressing evidence that points away from guilt.  Convinced 
of perpetrator’s guilt, a police officer will set out to obtain a confession and possibly recruit or 
encourage testimony from an unreliable jailhouse snitch (Findley & Scott, 2006). Police officers 
will also coach witnesses by suggesting what may have occurred at the time of the crime (Huff et 
al., 1986). 
 Over-zealous police officers that engage in misconduct may withhold evidence, obtain 
false or coerced confessions, and use misleading line ups, which can lead to wrongful 
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convictions (Huff, 2004). Wrongful convictions can be a product of tunnel vision when police 
officers are pressured in high profile cases (Martin, 2002). Highly publicized unsolved crimes 
promote public fear of crime, and diminish confidence in police, therefore putting pressure on 
officers to solve high profile cases quickly (Findley & Scott, 2006). Pressure on officers can also 
come from victims, the community, the media, elected officials, and their supervisors. Tunnel 
vision can influence all phases of the criminal proceedings from the initial police investigation, 
trial or plea-bargaining, to appeal and post conviction stages (Findley & Scott, 2006). 
Overzealous or Unethical Prosecutors.  As noted above, tunnel vision can be present in 
all phases of criminal proceedings and in all the participants, which includes investigators, 
prosecutors, judges, and defense lawyers. Police officers have pressure to solve crimes, while 
prosecutors have pressure on them to ensure conviction of the suspects arrested by police.  
Because prosecutors are viewed and placed in the position “to do justice on behalf of the 
people,” emphasis is put on conviction rates, which are a matter of pride, and serve as 
confirmation of justness of their work (Findley & Scott, 2006, p. 16). 
 When prosecutors make a decision to prosecute a case they rely heavily on the evidence 
presented to them by police officers.  They may receive only incomplete pictures of their cases.  
When police officers are influenced by tunnel vision they focus on one suspect, develop 
evidence against that suspect, and disregard inconsistent evidence. When this occurs police 
officers shape the information that prosecutors base their judgments of the suspect and case on 
(Findley & Scott, 2006). Prosecutors that pursue a case based on bias, limited information or less 
than reliable evidence, participate in the possibility that a wrongful conviction can occur 
(Ramsey & Frank, 2007).  
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 Huff (2004) found that prosecutors engage in misconduct and overzealous behavior by: 
(1) making inappropriate or inflammatory comments in the presence of a jury; (2) mishandling 
physical evidence (hiding, destroying or tampering with evidence, case files or court records); 
(3) threatening or badgering witnesses; (4) using false or misleading evidence; and (5) displaying 
bias towards the defendant or the defendants counsel. Prosecutors may also engage in suggestive 
witness coaching to make their testimony more compelling or fail to disclose critical evidence to 
the defense attorney (Gould & Leo, 2010). 
Inadequate Defense Counsel.  It is the defense attorney’s duty to protect the innocent 
from mistakes of eyewitness misidentification, police officer’s rush to judgment, and 
prosecutor’s hesitance to reveal potential evidence. Gould and Leo (2010) found that the reasons 
for ineffective defense counsel representation stems from inadequate funding, absence of quality 
control, and lack of motivation. Prosecutors and judges alike instruct defense attorneys to make 
plea bargains, stating that time-consuming motions should be discarded (Findley & Scott, 2006). 
Defendants will accept a plea bargain and plead guilty to avoid life in prison or the death penalty.  
Many defendants accepting these types of plea deals are actually innocent (Gross et al., 2005). 
 Public defenders represent the majority of indigent defendants in criminal cases.  Public 
defenders offices lack funds, have staff shortages, therefore have high caseloads and struggle to 
cope with the high ratio of clients per attorney (Mounts, 1982).  Public defenders are assigned to 
courtrooms rather than cases, and they are responsible for all the cases appearing in that 
courtroom on a given day.  Under these conditions it is difficult to keep the defendant informed 
of basic information, there is lack of phone calls, visits in jail, and the attorney is not prepared 
for trial which can lead to errors and harmful outcomes.  
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 McCloskey (1989) discovered that when a defendant has two strikes against him, their 
attorney, whether public or private, showed lack of diligence. If any communication takes place 
it is hurried and in a dismissive manner.  Prosecutors are not pressed for any material; therefore 
investigations are shallow and narrow, if they even take place at all. Physical evidence is 
untested, and forensic experts are not called. McCloskey (1989) adds that there are not many 
highly competent defense attorneys, even fewer criminal defense attorneys, and that they are 
becoming extinct.  
Juror Bias.  In order for a defendant to get a fair trial the jury must be impartial and 
unbiased.  Pretrial publicity can serve as bias for potential jurors. Television, newspapers, and 
the internet provide access to the public regarding information about specific criminal cases, and 
the defendants prior record (Vidmar, 2002).  Murders, cases that involve well-known people or 
public officials, and children draw the most media coverage (Carroll et al. 1986).   
 Pretrial publicity can lead jurors to four types of prejudice; interest, specific, generic, and 
conformity (Vidmar, 2002).  Interest prejudice involves a juror having a direct or indirect interest 
in the outcome of a specific trial.  This can include family, social, or economic relationship with 
one of the actors in the trial (victim, witness, and/or both attorneys).  Specific prejudice involves 
a juror’s attitude or belief about specific issues in a case such as a prior criminal record, or an 
improperly obtained confession. Generic prejudice involves a juror transferring pre-existing 
prejudice to the trial.  This can include attitudes, beliefs and stereotyping of the victim, witness, 
plaintiff or defendant. Most common forms of generic prejudice are race, certain crimes, and 
homosexuality. Conformity prejudice exists when a juror believes that there is a strong 
community reaction or expectation of the outcome of the trial.  This is based on community 
feelings rather than evaluation of the trial evidence.  Jurors feel a sense of obligation to the 
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community, especially in cases involving children. These types of prejudice can have harmful 
outcomes when a juror is partial and biased (Vidmar, 2002).  
 Patterson and Neufer (1997) found that jurors had personal biases that included mental 
and physical health issues, religion, national origins, financial experiences, drug use, and family 
tragedies. Other biases practiced by jurors were related to their support or opposition to the death 
penalty (O’Neil, Patry, & Penrod, 2004).  A juror who is in support of the death penalty believes 
that it will serve as a deterrent, and that it might be cheaper than life in prison. Those who are 
opposed to the death penalty feel that it is cruel and immoral, and that an innocent person may be 
executed.  Judges and attorneys should excuse jurors with potential bias during jury selection 
procedures to prevent wrongful convictions (Hastie, 1991). 
Community Pressure.  Heinous crimes enrage the community to pressure the criminal 
justice system to solve crimes.  Huff et al. (1986) noted that public pressure is a two-edged 
sword. It is democratic pressure for social and criminal justice, or it may reflect public 
vengeance and fears. Courts might have to consider a change of venue if there is prejudice 
against an accused defendant. The court looks at all factors including the gravity of the crime, the 
size of the community, the defendant’s status, and the prominence of the victims (Huff et al., 
1986). The pressure to solve a crime may also come from law enforcement supervisors at 
whatever means necessary. This in turn leads to police officers focusing on one suspect, 
overlooking evidence, and obtaining coerced confessions (McCloskey, 1989). Bedau and Radelet 
(1987) found in 70 capital cases community outrage turned the criminal proceedings against the 
defendant, and aided in wrongful convictions. 
Public Opinion and Perception of Wrongful Convictions. Research on public opinion 
and their perceptions of wrongful convictions examines the public, police officers, judges, 
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prosecutors, and defense attorneys awareness of the frequency at which wrongful convictions 
occur, the frequency of system errors (professional error, and misconduct) that lead to wrongful 
convictions, whether wrongful convictions occur frequently enough to warrant justice system 
reforms, and why wrongful convictions occur (Ramsey & Frank, 2007; Smith et al., 2011; 
Zalman et al., 2012). 
 Ramsey and Frank (2007) surveyed 798 Ohio criminal justice professionals, which 
included law enforcement (sheriffs and chiefs of police), prosecutors (chiefs and assistants), 
defense attorneys (private and public), and judges (common pleas, appellate and Supreme 
Court).  Perceptions regarding the frequency of system errors (professional error and misconduct 
suggested by previous research related to wrongful convictions), and the frequency of wrongful 
convictions that occurred in their jurisdictions were obtained. Participants were asked to estimate 
the percentages of wrongful felony convictions in their jurisdictions, and in the United States.  
Next, respondents were asked what they believed to be acceptable levels of wrongful convictions 
ranging from 0% to 25%. Finally, participants were asked to what extent each group of criminal 
justice actors engaged in errors or misconducts ranging from never to always. Defense attorneys 
believed that wrongful convictions occurred in their jurisdictions from 1% to 3%.  When 
estimating wrongful convictions in the United States, respondents believed they occurred 
between 1% to 3% of the time, and each group’s estimates were higher than their estimate of 
their own jurisdictions. Defense attorneys reported higher estimates of wrongful convictions than 
any of the other criminal justice professionals. When estimating acceptable levels of wrongful 
convictions 51.4% of the participants believed that a rate of 0% was an acceptable level.  When 
evaluating the frequency of errors by all of the criminal justice professionals, the defense 
attorneys were the only participants in the survey who believed that all criminal justice 
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professional could commit errors. The defense attorneys had the highest mean scores in every 
category rated.  
 Smith et al. (2011) conducted a study similar to Ramsey and Frank’s (2007) by surveying 
467 Michigan police officers, judges, prosecutors, and defense attorneys.  In addition to 
examining the perceptions of the reliability of their fellow professionals in the criminal justice 
system, participants were asked about their perceptions of the frequency of eyewitness error and 
forensic expert error.  Respondents were asked how often they felt errors had occurred on the 
behalf of other criminal justice professionals.  Participants were also asked if they felt that 
wrongful convictions occurred frequently enough to warrant procedural changes.  Results were 
consistent with Ramsey and Frank’s (2007) study in that defense attorneys had the highest mean 
scores in believing that police officers, prosecutors, defense attorneys, and judicial errors 
occurred more frequently. The errors rated the highest by defense attorneys were: police errors 
regarding the use of undue pressure to obtain a confession, prosecutorial errors regarding 
prompting a witness, judicial errors regarding judicial bias, and defense attorney errors regarding 
not adequately challenging forensic evidence. The majority of the criminal justice professionals 
did not believe that wrongful convictions occurred frequently enough to warrant procedural 
changes, however, 91.6% of the defense attorneys believed that wrongful convictions occur 
frequently enough to warrant procedural changes in the criminal justice system. 
 Zalman et al. (2012) surveyed Michigan residents to gain their beliefs on how frequently 
wrongful convictions occur, and the causes of miscarriages of justice. Participants were asked 
how often they thought wrongful convictions occurred, with response categories ranging from 
frequently to never.  Next residents were asked about the reliability of evidence presented by 
police, forensic experts, and prosecutors, reliability of the decisions made by judges and juries 
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concerning defendant’s guilt, and how well defense attorneys properly defend their clients. 
Response categories for these questions ranged from very unreliable to very reliable. Finally, 
participants were asked if wrongful convictions occur frequently enough to justify system 
reform.  Four hundred six (55.1%) Michigan citizens believed that wrongful convictions occur 
occasionally. Three hundred thirteen (43.5%) participants felt the forensic experts were very 
reliable. Four hundred eighty-two (67.9%) residents felt that the defense attorneys were usually 
reliable in defending their clients. Four hundred four (57.4%) participants believed that wrongful 
convictions occur frequently enough to justify system reform and make major changes. Zalman 
et al. (2012) noted that the questions regarding the reliability of criminal justice system personnel 
proved to be limited in value in assessing where ordinary citizens saw the sources of 
miscarriages of justice.  
How Often Do Wrongful Convictions Occur? 
 Various researchers have attempted to estimate or count the frequency at which wrongful 
convictions occur. Gross et al., (2005) examined exoneration cases covering a 15-year period 
from 1989 to 2003, and found that 340 wrongful convictions had occurred.   Three hundred 
twenty-seven men and 13 women had been exonerated during this time with DNA testing being 
used in 144 of these cases. Bedau and Radelet (1987) examined capital cases in New York from 
1900 to 1985, and found that 350 wrongful convictions had occurred, and that 23 innocent 
prisoners had been executed. After examining DNA exonerations of capital rape-murder cases 
from 1980’s, Rissinger (2007) estimated that a minimum of 3.3% to a possible maximum of 5% 
of wrongful convictions occur in capital rape-murders. 
 Ramsey and Frank (2007) surveyed criminal justice professions in Ohio to obtain their 
perceptions and beliefs of the frequency of wrongful convictions.  Participants were asked to 
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estimate the frequency at which wrongful convictions occurred in their jurisdictions. As a group 
the criminal justice professionals believed that wrongful convictions occurred between .5% and 
1% of the time. Defense attorneys felt that wrongful convictions in their jurisdictions occurred 
more frequently from 1% to 3% of the time.   
Zalman et al. (2012) surveyed Michigan residents to obtain their estimates of how often 
wrongful convictions occur, and estimate at what percent they believed wrongful convictions 
occur in the United States.  Zalman et al. (2012) found that of the 55.1% residents surveyed 
believed that wrongful convictions occurred occasionally, and 93% of the residents felt wrongful 
convictions occurred at least 1% in the United States. Respondents were also asked if they felt 
that wrongful convictions occur frequently enough to justify system reform.  Four hundred-four 
(57.4%) residents felt that reform was necessary.  
In a recent article questioning innocence reform activity, Zalman (2012) sets out to build 
a case for the plausibility of estimating wrongful convictions, not to calculate them.  The 
estimate plausibility was supported by Gross’s (1996) analysis that error rates were higher in 
homicide and capital homicide cases.  This was based on the fact that first-degree murder appeals 
are examined more extensively and reveal wrongful convictions.  With police having high 
pressure on them to solve homicide cases, they tend to cut corners and exhibit tunnel vision 
when looking for a suspect (Zalman, 2012). Other factors supporting the estimate plausibility 
are: the absence of eyewitness evidence, the threat of a death penalty can increase the likelihood 
of a plea agreement, and the publicity of heinous crimes.  Zalman (2012) raised the question of 
whether wrongful conviction rates should move the innocence reform agenda, and whether an 
error rate of 0.5 or 1% justifies the reform efforts.  He felt that this question will be handled in 
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the political and policy arenas, that it is imperative to act, and keep innocent inmates out of 
prison. 
 While the majority of the research on wrongful convictions examines the causes, 
consequences, and public opinion, gaps remain in the literature. For example, first, the National 
Registry of Exonerations is a new website created by the University of Michigan Law School, 
and the Center on Wrongful Convictions at Northwestern University School of Law in May, 
2012, to document exonerations of those wrongfully convicted ("The national registry,"). No 
study exists examining the total number of exonerations of those wrongfully convicted, the 
contributing factors that lead to wrongful convictions, the most common offences related to 
wrongful convictions, the states and regions of the United States in which wrongful convictions 
occur more frequently, the new evidence that led to a new trial being granted to the defendant, 
the outcome of the exonerations based on a pardon, acquittal, or the dismissal of all charges 
related to the crime the exoneree was originally convicted from this database. This study seeks to 
fill the gap on limited research revealing the total number of exonerations from the National 
Registry of Exonerations since the enactment of the Innocence Protection Act of 2004, and the 
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Hypotheses 
 Expected hypotheses about wrongful convictions are: 
Hypothesis 1: Mistaken witness identification, perjury and false accusation, and faulty or 
misleading forensic evidence substantially contributed to wrongful convictions that were 
exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012. 
Rationale:  In Bedau and Radelet’s (1987) study, mistaken eyewitness identification was 
found to contribute to 56 of the cases examined when a witness testified against the defendant.  
In 60 cases examined by Gross (2005) perjury and false accusation contributed to wrongful 
convictions. Witnesses were found to deliberately accuse defendants of a crime they did not 
commit. Errors can occur in dealing with forensic evidence such as sample mix-ups by 
mislabeling evidence, and analysts can interpret results incorrectly when testifying for the 
prosecutor (Eckroth, 2004; Garret & Neufeld, 2009). These types of errors were found to have 
disastrous outcomes as in the case of Glen Woodall. Mr. Woodall was wrongfully convicted of 
rape when analyst Fred Zain testified that blood samples taken from the victim matched 
Woodall.  It was later discovered that DNA testing excluded Woodall as the perpetrator and that 
the analyst had made several errors during his time as an analyst in West Virginia (Griebel, 
2012). 
Hypothesis 2: The two most common offenses substantially related to wrongful 
convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 were murder and 
sexual assault. 
Rationale:  In Gross’ (2005) study, murder was the common offense related to wrongful 
convictions examined over a 15-year time frame (1989 to 2003).  Of the 340 cases examined 
murder was found in 205 (60%) of the cases.  The second most common offense found by Gross 
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(2005) was sexual assault.  Of the 340 cases examined sexual assault was found in 121 (36%) of 
the cases. In Garrett’s (2011) study, murder was found in 22 cases, sexual assault was found in 
171 cases and in 52 cases both sexual assault and murder occurred.  
Hypothesis 3: The South and Northeast regions of the United States are substantially 
impacted by wrongful convictions. 
Rationale:  In Gross’ (2005) study, wrongful convictions occurred more frequently in the 
Northeast, and in the South regions of the United States.  Illinois, New York, Texas, California, 
Louisiana, Massachusetts, Florida, Pennsylvania, Oklahoma, and Missouri were listed as the top 
ten states where wrongful convictions occur more frequently. Of the top ten states listed, the 
Northeast had 64 wrongful convictions, and the South had 71 wrongful convictions. 
Hypothesis 4: DNA testing that has excluded an exoneree as the perpetrator of the crime 
in which he or she was convicted, substantially impacted a judge’s decision to grant a new trial. 
Rationale: Of the 340 cases examined by Gross’s (2005) study DNA testing existed in 
144 (42%) cases. Gross (2005) stated that the increase in exonerations was due to the availability 
and sophistication of DNA technology. DNA testing has made exonerations newsworthy 
shedding light on the fact that wrongful convictions do occur. 
Hypothesis 5: The most substantial outcome for exonerations that occurred from January 
1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 was that the charges were dismissed or that the defendants were 
acquitted. 
Rationale:  Of the 340 cases examined in Gross’ (2005) study, 263 (77%) of the cases 
were dismissed and 31 (9%) of the cases were acquitted. After an inmate was granted a new trial 
due to new evidence, the prosecutor decided not to retry the case and the case was dismissed, or 
during the new trial the jury found the defendant not guilty, leading to an acquittal. 




 This study included a mixed-method approach using both quantitative and qualitative 
research.  The quantitative research contained secondary analysis of data on wrongful 
convictions that were exonerated from the National Registry of Exonerations website. The 
qualitative research contained telephone interviews with Innocence Project staff members that 
participated in exoneration proceedings.  Descriptive research will be used to gain a detailed 
picture or relationship relating to wrongful convictions. The mixed-methods approach will 
provide an in depth picture of wrongful convictions, the contributing factors that lead to 
wrongful convictions, and the challenges faced by the Innocence Project staff members working 
on exoneration cases.  
Qualitative Research 
 Telephone interviews were conducted with seven Innocence Project staff members to 
obtain data on exoneration case representation criteria, challenges of handling exoneration cases, 
and the factors that were found to have contributed to wrongful convictions.  
Samples. The target population for this study was the Innocence Project staff members. 
They were chosen to participate in telephone interviews using purposive sampling. Purposive 
sampling involves researchers selecting participants who have experienced the phenomenon or 
key concept being explored in the study (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Three Innocence Project 
offices were contacted in the South and three in the West Region due to the size and the total 
number of states included in these regions. Two Innocence Projects offices were contacted in the 
Midwest and two in the Northeast Region.  To date the Innocence Project have participated in 
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297 exonerations of the wrongly convicted; making them the ideal participates for this study 
("The innocence project," 2012).   
Data Collection. Ten Innocence Project offices were contacted by email to gain access, 
and to set up a time and day to conduct the telephone interviews. The time frame for the 
telephone interviews were conducted from September 15, 2012 to September 30, 2012, and 
lasted no more than twenty minutes. The Instructional Review Board (IRB) at Kennesaw State 
University was contacted for approval for this study. An application request, consent cover letter, 
and a list of interview questions were sent to the IRB.  The consent cover letter consisted of the 
title of the study, the purpose, and the benefits of studying wrongful convictions.  The 
participants were also notified that their participation was strictly confidential; they can opt out 
of answering any specific questions, and they could withdraw at any time without penalty. 
Response rate for Innocence Project staff member interviews included a total of seven in all.  
Variables from telephone interviews with the Innocence Project Staff members. 
These questions were selected to provide specific information relating to exoneration case 
representation, criteria set to accept a case, challenges in handling exonerations, and factors that 
contributed to wrongful convictions. The reliability and validity of these questions were checked 
with the thesis committee chair to ensure the best possible results from the interviews. The 
telephone interviews with the Innocence Project staff members consisted of the following open-
ended questions: 
General Questions 
1) How do you receive cases for review, and what criteria has been set to determine if a case 
will be represented by your office/organization?, and 
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2) What do you think the biggest challenges your office/organization faces in handling 
exoneration cases? 
Specific Questions 
1) What factors have contributed to the wrongful conviction cases you have worked on?;  
2) How has the enactment of the Innocence Protection Act of 2004 helped your 
office/organization in the exoneration proceedings?, and  
3) What policies or legislation would you like to see changed or enacted? 
Analysis of telephone interview responses. The qualitative data sets were analyzed 
using narrative analysis. During all of the interviews notes were taken to document all responses.  
The documented notes from the interviews were analyzed to link specific chain of events relating 
to wrongful convictions. All responses from the interviews were calculated to obtain frequencies 
and percentages. The first data set examined were the general questions covered in the 
interviews. Responses revealing how exoneration cases were received, the criteria required for 
case representation, and challenges faced in handling exoneration cases are displayed in Table 5. 
The second data set examined were the specific questions covered in the interviews. Responses 
containing the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions that were found during 
exoneration proceedings, how the Innocence Protection Act impacted exoneration proceedings, 
and any policy or legislation the Innocence Project staff members would like to see enacted are 
displayed in Table 6. 
Quantitative Research 
 Secondary analysis of data on wrongful convictions that were exonerated between 
January 1, 2004 and September 1, 2012 were obtained from the National Registry of 
Exonerations website. 
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Samples. The target population for this phase of this study was the National Registry of 
Exonerations website, which is a joint project of the University of Michigan Law, and the Center 
on Wrongful Convictions at Northwestern University School of Law. The National Registry of 
Exonerations was selected because it is the only database containing a list of exonerations 
making the website the ideal participant for this study.  The time frame of the known exonerated 
cases is from 1989 to 2012. The case information on the National Registry’s website is obtained 
from the media, Innocence Projects, blogs, newsletters, and the website is updated once a week. 
Since the start of the website in May 2012, the number of cases has grown from 891 to 951 as of 
September 1, 2012. The website consisted of detailed case information of the wrongly convicted 
who have been exonerated.   Cases were viewed individually revealing the history from 
conviction to exoneration. Other facts listed about each case is: age, race, the state the conviction 
occurred in, crime convicted for, sentence received, the year of conviction, the year they were 
exonerated, and if DNA was used in the exoneration proceedings. Also listed on the website are 
the contributing factors that lead to wrongful convictions: mistaken witness identification, false 
confession, perjury or false accusation, false or misleading forensic evidence, official 
misconduct, and inadequate legal defense. Each case may have more than one cause or 
contributing factor; therefore, all the factors are listed in each individual case.  
The limitations of the information on the National Registry of Exonerations are missing 
data such as criminal history, the race of the exoneree, and unknown cases. Some cases are not 
mentioned in the media; therefore, the National Registry relies on other forms of information to 
receive cases as mentioned above.  
Data Collection. Wrongful conviction cases that have been exonerated from January 1, 
2004 to September 1, 2012 were obtained and examined from the National Registry of 
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Exonerations website. Samuel Gross with the University of Michigan Law was contacted in 
advance to gain information about the website information.   Data collection occurred from 
September 1, 2012 to September 30, 2012 using secondary analysis. Nine data sets were 
extracted and saved in PDF format by year. Data sets were created to analyze the total number of 
wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012; the 
contributing factors relating to wrongful convictions; the most common offenses related to 
wrongful convictions; the total number of wrongful convictions that have been exonerated for 
each state and region of the United States; the evidence that led to a new trial being granted to 
the defendant; and if the outcome of each exoneration were based on a pardon, acquittal, or the 
dismissal of all charges.  
Variables from secondary analysis of the National Registry of Exonerations website. 
The first set of variables measured were the total number of exonerations that have occurred 
during the time frame of January 2004 to September 3, 2012.  
 The second set of variables measured were the contributing factors that lead to wrongful 
convictions. This will include: (1) mistaken witness identification- a witness mistakenly 
identified the exoneree as a person the witness saw commit the crime; (2) false confession- the 
exoneree falsely confessed if: (a) he or she made a false statement to law enforcement and it was 
treated as a confession, (b) law enforcement claimed the exoneree made a statement but the 
exoneree denied making the statement, or (c) the exoneree made a statement that was not an 
admission of guilt and was misinterpreted by law enforcement as such; (3) perjury or false 
accusation-a person falsely accused the exoneree of committing a crime for which the exoneree 
was later exonerated, either in sworn testimony or otherwise; (4) false or misleading forensic 
evidence- a forensic analyst expert presented evidence that was either: (a) based on unreliable 
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methods, (b) expressed with exaggerated or misleading confidence, or (c) was fraudulent; (5) 
official misconduct: police officers, prosecutors or any other government officials significantly 
abused their authority or the judicial process that contributed to the exoneree’s conviction; (6) 
inadequate legal defense- the exoneree’s lawyer during trial or on appeal provided obviously and 
grossly an inadequate representation.  
The third set of variables measured were the most common offenses related to wrongful 
convictions. These crime variables are from the National Registry of Exonerations website. They 
are: (1) accessory to murder; (2) arson; (3) assault; (4) attempt violent; (5) attempted murder; (6) 
burglary or unlawful entry; (7) child abuse; (8) child sex abuse; (9) conspiracy; (10) destruction 
of property; (11) drug possession or sale; (12) fraud; (13) gun possession or sale; (14) 
immigration; (15) kidnapping; (16) manslaughter; (17) military justice offense; (18) murder; (19) 
official misconduct; (20) other; (21) other nonviolent felony; (22) perjury; (23) possession of 
stolen property; (24) robbery; (25) sex offender registration; (26)sexual assault; (27) solicitation; 
(28) supporting terrorism; (29) tax evasion or fraud;(30) theft; and (31) traffic offense.  
The fourth set of variables measured for this study were the number of wrongful 
convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 that occurred in 
each state and regions of the United States.  This included: the regions of the United States that 
were based on the Census Bureau’s website which is broken down by: (1) Region 1, Northeast; 
(2) Region 2, Midwest; (3) Region 3, South; and (4) Region 4, West ("United States Census”).  
The fifth set of variables measured were the evidence that led to a new trial being granted 
to the defendant. This includes: (1) DNA testing of original crime scene evidence; (2) prosecutor 
misconduct; (3) no crime occurred; (4) witness recanted original trial testimony; (5) ineffective 
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defense, actual perpetrator confessed; (6) police misconduct; (7) judge error; and (8) faulty 
forensic evidence were calculated. 
The sixth set of variables measured is how the exonerations were defined on The 
National Registry of Exonerations website. This includes: (1) a complete pardon by a governor; 
(2) an acquittal of all charges related to the crime that the person was originally convicted; or (3) 
a dismissal of all charges related to the crime that the person was originally convicted of by a 
court or prosecutor.  
All of the quantitative variables were measured to answer these research questions: (1) 
What is the total number of wrongful convictions that have been exonerated since the enactment 
of the Innocence Protection Act of 2004?; (2) What are the factors that have contributed to 
wrongful convictions?; (3) What are the most common offenses related to wrongful 
convictions?; (4) In what states and regions of the United States have wrongful convictions occur 
more frequently?; (5) What new evidence led to a new trial being granted to the defendant?; (6) 
Are the exonerations based on a pardon, acquittal, or dismissal of all charges related to the crime 
the person was originally convicted of?  
Analysis of the variables obtained from the secondary analysis of the National 
Registry of Exonerations website. The quantitative data sets were analyzed using descriptive 
statistics describing wrongful convictions, using a bivariate technique.  The tables and figures 
include:  the total number of wrongful convictions that have been exonerated since the enactment 
of the Innocence Protection Act of 2004 (Figure 1); the factors that contributed to wrongful 
convictions (Figure 2); the most common offenses related to wrongful convictions (Figure 3); the 
state and regions of the United States where wrongful convictions occur more frequently (Table 
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2); new evidence that led to a new trial being granted to the defendant (Table 4); and the number 
of exonerations that were based on a pardon, acquittal, or dismissal of all charges (Figure 5). 
After all data sets were saved into PDF format, individual excel spreadsheets were 
created to analyze each data set.  To obtain the total number of exonerations that occurred from 
January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012, a total for each year were calculated and entered into an 
excel spreadsheet. The total number of wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 
1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 is displayed in Figure 1. Exonerations are displayed by year to 
exhibit the increase or decrease of totals for each year. To analyze the factors that contributed to 
wrongful convictions, cases were examined to calculate which of the six factors (mistaken 
witness identification, false confessions, perjury or false accusation, false or misleading forensic 
evidence, official misconduct, or inadequate legal defense) were present. Spreadsheets were 
created for each year to document all factors that contributed to a wrongful conviction. All of the 
spreadsheets were added together to create a grand total for all of the factors obtained. All factors 
that contributed to wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to 
September 1, 2012 are displayed in Figure 2 in percentages.  
Exoneration cases were then examined to calculate the most common offenses that were 
related to wrongful convictions. To obtain the offense in which exonerees were arrested and 
wrongfully convicted, spreadsheets were created for each year to list all of the offenses that were 
present in each case. The top four offenses (murder, sexual assault, child sex assault, and 
robbery) that were related to wrongful convictions are displayed in Figure 3 as percentages. To 
see the frequencies and percentages of all of the offenses that were related to wrongful 
convictions see Appendix A. To determine what factors contributed to wrongful convictions 
involving murder, sexual assault, child sex abuse, and robbery, each case was examined. All of 
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the exoneration cases were analyzed noting the offense, and all contributing factors that were 
present. The top four offenses that were found to relate to wrongful convictions, and the 
contributing factors from each case are displayed in Table 1 as frequencies and percentages.  
To analyze where wrongful convictions have occurred more frequently, the total number 
of exonerations that occurred in each state and the regions of the United States were added. A 
map of the United States displaying all four regions (Northeast, Midwest, South, and West) is 
presented in Figure 4. Wrongful conviction rates were calculated by using the total number of 
exonerations for each state and region of the United States. Exoneration totals were multiplied by 
10,000 then divided by each state and regions prison population totals (Guerino, Harrison & 
Sabol, 2012) and displayed in Table 2. To determine where an individual was arrested for the top 
four offenses related to wrongful convictions in the United States, spreadsheets were created by 
year, offense, and the state in which the wrongful conviction occurred. The top four offenses 
(murder, sexual assault, child sex abuse, and robbery) were listed and the top five states in which 
the wrongful convictions occurred for each of these crimes were listed and displayed in Table 3. 
All exoneration cases were examined to determine what evidence led to an exoneree 
being granted a new trial.  DNA testing of original crime scene evidence, prosecutor misconduct, 
no crime occurred, witness recanted original trial testimony, ineffective defense, actual 
perpetrator confessed, police misconduct, judge error, and faulty forensic evidence were 
calculated. All of the evidence that led to a new trial is displayed in Table 4 in frequencies and 
percentages. Each case history was read to find the outcome of the new trial granted that led to 
the defendant being exonerated. The outcome of all exonerations were calculated in an excel 
spreadsheet by year to determine if a pardon, acquittal or dismissal of charges occurred.  The 
results are displayed in Figure 5 by percentages.  
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Hypotheses Testing 
 This study consisted of two different types of analyses to test five hypotheses. For 
hypothesis one, secondary analysis and narrative analysis were used. First, data sets were 
collected on wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 
2012 from The National Registry of Exonerations website.  Secondary analyses were applied to 
test hypothesis 1 that mistaken witness identification, perjury and false accusation, and faulty or 
misleading forensic evidence substantially contributed to wrongful convictions. Second, 
frequencies and percentages were calculated to obtain the factors that contributed to wrongful 
convictions. Finally, to test the consistency of the results of the secondary analysis from the 
National Registry of Exonerations, telephone interviews were conducted with The Innocence 
Project staff members and were examined using narrative analysis. 
 For hypothesis two, three, four, and five secondary analysis were used after data sets 
were created from The National Registry of Exonerations website. Frequencies and percentages 
were calculated using the collected data on offenses to test hypothesis 2, that the two most 
common offenses substantially related to wrongful convictions were murder and sexual assault. 
Wrongful conviction rates were calculated for each state and region to test hypothesis 3, that the 
South and the Northeast regions of the United States were substantially impacted by wrongful 
convictions. All new trial evidence was evaluated to test hypothesis 4 that when DNA evidence 
excluded an exoneree as the perpetrator of the crime in which he or she was convicted, this factor 
substantially impacted a judge’s decision to grant a new trial.  The outcome of all of the 
exonerations were examined to test hypothesis 5, that the most frequent outcome for 
exonerations were the dismissal of charges and acquittals. Tables and Figures were used to 
display results.  




Quantitative findings for secondary analysis of data from the National Registry of 
Exonerations Website 
Figure 1 reported the total number of exonerations from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 
2012.  During the past nine years there have been a total of 447 exonerations. The number of 
exonerations remained consistent in 2004, 2005, and 2006 at 46, and then increased in 2008 to 
52. In 2009, exonerations increased to the highest number during this time frame to 70, and then 
began to decrease in 2010 to 55, and to 45 in 2011. In 2012 the number of exonerations is the 
lowest at 36 due to the total including only a partial year.  
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Figure 2 reported the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions. In all of the 
wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 more than 
one factor contributed to the wrongful convictions. Perjury and false accusation contributed to 
228 (51%) cases.  Mistaken witness identification occurred in 194 (43%) cases, while official 
misconduct occurred in 187 (42%) wrongful convictions.  False or misleading forensic evidence 
occurred in 100 (22%) wrongful convictions. False confession and inadequate legal defense both 





Figure 2. Factors that Contributed to Wrongful Convictions.  
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Perjury and false accusation was found to occur in 33% of the capital cases that Bedau & 
Radelet (1987) examined. They noted that witnesses who perjure themselves at trial for the 
prosecution might be the actual perpetrator in some cases. Also consistent with (Bedau & 
Radelet’s, 1987; Gross’, 2005) research, mistaken witness identification was found to be highly 
related to wrongful convictions. In Bedau and Radelet’s (1987) study, mistaken witness 
identification occurred in 16% of the cases they examined; however, in Gross’ (2005) research, 
mistaken witness identification was found to occur in 64% of the cases he analyzed.  
Official misconduct is related to police tunnel vision, police misconduct, and overzealous 
or unethical prosecutors. These findings are consistent with (Findley & Scott, 2006; Huff, 2004; 
Martin, 2002; Ramsey & Frank, 2007) in that police officers and prosecutors can engage in 
misconduct when they withhold evidence, encourage testimony from jailhouse snitches, or focus 
only on one suspect who they think is guilty. False or misleading forensic evidence is linked to 
invalid forensic testimony, lack of training, and the intentional misuse of information. Analysts 
have been found to testify for the prosecution and imply false percentage rates, and overstate the 
strength of results (Griebel, 2012). 
Consistent with (Gould & Leo’s, 2010; Gross et al., 2005; Leo & Ofshe’s, 1998) 
research, false or coerced confessions occurred during long and intensive interrogations when 
police officers used improper techniques.  In Leo and Ofshe’s (1998) study, in 57% of the cases 
they examined, a defendant falsely confessed, and there was no evidence that indicated their 
guilt.  Inadequate legal defense has been linked to wrongful convictions when the attorney is not 
experienced, when they do not have the funding to properly defend their client, and they are 
pressured by judges and prosecutors to obtain a plea agreement (Findley and Scott, 2006; Gould 
& Leo, 2010). 
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 Figure 3 reported the four most common offenses related to wrongful convictions. The 
four most common offenses related to wrongful convictions were murder, sexual assault, child 
sex abuse, and robbery. Murder occurred in 213 (48%) of the cases examined.  Sexual assault 
was found in 96 (21%) wrongful convictions, while child sex abuse occurred in 41 (9%), and 




Figure 3. The Most Common Offenses Related to Wrongful Convictions (N=447) 
 
In Gross’ (2005) study, wrongful convictions from 1989 to 2003 were analyzed. Murder 
was the most common offense in 60% of the wrongful convictions he examined. Sexual assault 
occurred in 36% of the wrongful convictions, and child sex abuse in 21%.  Robbery occurred in 
2% of the exonerations examined from 1989 to 2003. These findings from January 1, 2004 to 
September 1, 2012 are consistent with Gross’ (2005) study in that murder was the most common 
offense related to wrongful convictions, and sexual assault was the second most common 
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 Table 1 reported wrongful conviction cases by offense and contributing factor. The most 
common offense related to wrongful convictions was murder occurring in 213 (48%) cases, and 
the factor that significantly contributed to a murder case was perjury or false accusation. In 143 
(67%) murder cases, a person perjured themselves by falsely accusing the exonerees of a crime 
they did not commit.   
Table 1 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Offense and Contributing Factor to Wrongful Convictions 
 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Murder 
    Perjury or false accusation 
    Official misconduct     
    False or misleading forensic evidence 
    Mistaken Witness Identification 
    False confession 

















    Mistaken Witness Identification 
    False or misleading forensic evidence 
    Perjury or false accusation 
    Official misconduct 
    Inadequate legal defense 
    False confession 















Child Sex Abuse 
    Perjury or false accusation 
    Mistaken Witness Identification 
    Official misconduct 
    False or misleading forensic evidence 
    Inadequate legal defense 

















    Mistaken Witness Identification 
    Official misconduct 
    Inadequate legal defense 
    Perjury or false accusation 
    False or misleading forensic evidence 
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 Official misconduct significantly contributed to 116 (54%) murder cases. False or 
misleading forensic evidence contributed to 57 (27%) cases, while mistaken witness 
identification occurred in 56 (26%). False confession occurred in 48 (23%) cases, and inadequate 
legal defense contributed to 34 (16%).  Consistent with Gross’ (2005) research on wrongful 
convictions that were exonerated from 1989 to 2003, murder was impacted by perjury or false 
accusation at 56%. Mistaken witness identification impacted murder cases at a higher rate of 
50% and false confession were lower at 20%.   
Sexual assaults accounted for 96 (21%) of the wrongful convictions that were exonerated.  
The most significant factor that contributed to a sexual assault wrongful conviction was mistaken 
witness identification. In 80 (83%) of the sexual assault cases a witness mistakenly identified the 
exoneree as the person they saw commit the crime. False or misleading forensic evidence 
contributed to sexual assault wrongful convictions in 24 (25%) cases, while perjury or false 
accusation contributed to 20 (21%). Official misconduct contributed to 15 (16%) cases, 
inadequate legal defense occurred in 9 (9%), while false confession contributed to 7 (7%).  
 Also consistent with Gross’ (2005) research, sexual assault was impacted by mistaken 
witness identification at a higher rate of 88%, perjury or false accusation at 25% and false 
confession at 7%.   
Of the 41 (9%) people who were wrongfully convicted of child sex abuse, perjury or false 
accusation contributed to 25 (61%) cases. Other factors that contributed to child sex abuse were 
mistaken witness identification at 15 (38%), and official misconduct at 12 (29%). False or 
misleading forensic evidence contributed to 7 (17%) cases, inadequate legal defense occurred in 
4 (10%), while false confession did not significantly contribute at 2 (5%). Thirty-four (8%) 
people were wrongfully convicted of robbery. The most common factor that contributed to 
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robbery cases was mistaken witness identification occurring in 27 (79%). Official misconduct 
contributed in 12 (35%), inadequate legal defense 8 (24%) and perjury or false accusation 
contributed in 6 (18%) cases. False or misleading forensic evidence contributed to robbery 3 
(9%) of the time, and false confession 1 (3%).  
Figure 4 displays the Regions of the United States according to the Census Bureau 
website. The four regions of the United States are: Region 1, Northeast; Region 2, Midwest; 







Figure 4. The regions of the United States 
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Table 2 reported wrongful conviction rates by states and regions in the United States.  
The Midwest region had the highest wrongful conviction rate of 4.745, with the state of 
Nebraska in that region having the highest wrongful conviction rate of 13.080. Wrongful 
conviction rates were calculated using the total number of exonerations which were multiplied 
by 10,000, and then divided by the prison population totals for each state and region. Wrongful 
convictions occurred in the Midwest at a higher rate of 4.745 than in the West at 2.057. 
Table 2  
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    Wyoming 
    Utah 
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Note. Wrongful conviction rates were calculated using the total number of wrongful convictions 
in each region multiplied by 10,000 then divided by prison population numbers. 
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Also in the Midwest region, the state of Illinois had the wrongful conviction rate of 
9.501, while Wisconsin had 6,161.  Michigan’s wrongful conviction rate was 5.667, and 
Missouri had the lowest wrongful conviction rates at 3,919. In the Northeast region wrongful 
convictions occur at the rate of 4.485, with the state of Massachusetts having the highest 
wrongful conviction rate of 9.724.  New York’s wrongful conviction rates were 7.590, while 
New Hampshire’s were 3.622.  Pennsylvania’s wrongful conviction rate was 3.316, and the state 
of Connecticut had the lowest wrongful conviction rate of 1.553.  In the South region wrongful 
convictions occur at the rate of 2.736, with the state of District of Columbia having the highest 
wrongful conviction rate in this region, and throughout the United States at 26.667. Mississippi’s 
wrongful conviction rate was 5.696, and Louisiana had 4.817. Virginia had 2.742 and the state of 
Texas had the lowest wrongful conviction rate of 3.686.  The West region had the lowest 
wrongful conviction rate of 2.057, with the state of Washington having the highest wrongful 
conviction rate of 4.936.  Wyoming wrongful conviction rate was 4.735, while Utah’s was 4.407. 
Idaho had 2.691, and Arkansas had the lowest wrongful conviction rate at 2.484. For the 
remaining state wrongful conviction rates see Appendix B.   
In Gross’ (2005) study, exonerations that occurred in each state were calculated by using 
the total number of exonerations. The results were displayed by rank, state, and total number of 
exonerations.  Illinois had the highest number of exoneration’s at 54, while New York had 35.  
Texas had 28, California 27, and Louisiana had 17.  Massachusetts had 16, Florida 15, 
Pennsylvania 13, Oklahoma 11, and Missouri had the lowest number of exonerations at 10. 
Illinois, New York, Texas, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and Missouri were consistent 
with Gross’ (2005) study as to where wrongful convictions occur more frequently. 
                                                                                                                         
 48 
Table 3 reported the most common offenses related to wrongful convictions, and the 
states where wrongful convictions occurred more frequently.  Two hundred thirteen (48%) 
people were wrongfully convicted for murder, which occurred more frequently in Illinois in 34 
(16%) cases. New York had 25 (12%), while California had 23 (11%).  Texas had 18 (8%) and 
Louisiana had at 8 (4%).  
Table 3  
 
Frequency and Percentage of Crime by State for wrongful convictions 
 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Murder 
     Illinois 
     New York 
     California 
     Texas 
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Child Sex Abuse 
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A total of 96 (21%) people were wrongly convicted for sexual assault. Texas had the 
highest percent of sexual assault cases at 24 (25%); Michigan, Virginia, and New York had 7 
(7%), while Louisiana had 6 (6%). Of the 41(9%) child sex abuse wrongful convictions, Texas 
had the highest percent of child sex abuse cases with 11 (27%). California, North Carolina, and 
Wisconsin each had 4 (10%), while Michigan had 3 (7%). There were 34 (8%) people that were 
wrongfully convicted for robbery.  New York and Texas had the highest percent of robbery cases 
at 6 (18%). California had 4 (12%), Mississippi had 2 (6%) and Oklahoma had 2 (6%). 
Table 4 reported the frequency and percentage of evidence that led a judge to grant a 
wrongfully convicted person a new trial.  The testing of DNA evidence from the original crime 
scene contributed to a new trial being granted in 184 (41%) cases. This excluded the exoneree as 
the perpetrator of the crime in which he or she was convicted. 
Table 4 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Evidence that Granted the Defendant a New Trial 
(N=447) 
Variable Frequency Percent 
DNA testing of original 
crime scene evidence 
   
Prosecutor misconduct 
 
No crime occurred 
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Prosecutor misconduct contributed to a new trial being granted to the wrongfully 
convicted in 76 (17%) cases. Prosecutors were found to withhold evidence from the defense 
attorney; they presented false evidence and had unethical relationships with female defendants. 
In 70 (16%) cases people were wrongful convicted for crimes they did not commit, and in these 
situations no crime occurred at all.  No crime occurred in 24 (34%) child sex abuse cases, in 15 
(21%) sexual assault cases, in 12 (17%) murder cases, and in 3 (4%) arson cases. In the child sex 
abuse and sexual assault cases individuals perjured themselves and falsely accused an individual 
of this crime that did not occur. In the murder and arson cases false or misleading forensic 
evidence led to an individual being convicted of a crime that did not occur.  
In 43 (10%) cases the witnesses from the original trial recanted their testimony.  In 
several of the cases the witnesses perjured themselves and falsely accused the exoneree in court. 
The witnesses stated that they lied in court due to spite and revenge and pressure from the actual 
perpetrator, police officers, and the prosecutor to testify.  In 30 (7%) cases it was found that 
ineffective defense of the exoneree led to a new trial.  The defense attorneys were noted as 
failing to object to evidence presented by prosecutors, investigate the claim of innocence by the 
defendant, and interview witnesses. Once an investigation into the claims of innocence by the 
defendant was pursued, 24 (5%) of the actual perpetrators confessed to the crime in which the 
exoneree was convicted. 
In 11 (2%) of the cases police misconduct was found and a new trial was granted.  Police 
officers were found to plant evidence, conceal and withhold evidence, and present false 
evidence. In 6 (1%) of the cases judge’s error led to a new trial when it was revealed that a judge 
allowed hearsay evidence at the original trial, and allowed the jurors to visit the crime scene 
without the defendant or his attorney present.  In 3 (1%) cases faulty forensic evidence was 
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found to lead to a new trial being granted.  Evidence was labeled incorrectly from a crime scene, 
dog-sniffing evidence (placing the defendant at the crime scene) was used incorrectly, and 
invalid bullet testimony (testing done without the gun) were found in wrongful conviction cases.  
Figure 5 reported the outcome of the new trial granted to the exoneree, and the outcome 
of the exoneration.  Of the 447 exonerations examined, 389 (87%) cases were dismissed after the 
exoneree won a new trial, and the prosecutor decided not to retry the case. In 32 (7%) of the 
cases the exonerees were acquitted at their new trials, when the jury found the defendant not 




Figure 5. Exoneration outcome based on cases being dismissed, acquitted, or pardoned (N=447) 
 
 Consistent with Gross’ (2005) study, the outcome of the exonerations revealed that 263 
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Qualitative findings from interviews with the Innocence Project  
 Table 5 reported the frequency and percentage for the responses from the Innocence 
Project interviews.  Under the category for general questions, 7 (100%) of the respondents stated 
that they receive cases when inmates write in to the Innocence Project for help.  
Table 5 
 Frequency and Percentage for responses from the Innocence Project interviews (N=7) 
Responses to General Questions Frequency     Percent 
Receive cases for review 
     Inmates write in   
     Family and friends of inmate write in  
     Referrals from Criminal Justice Professionals      
     They go to prisons to acquire cases 
 
       7             (100%) 
       5               (71%) 
       3               (43%)               
       1               (14%) 
      
Criteria for representing a case 
      Claim actual innocence  
      Conviction occurred in the state the Innocence Project is located in 
      Inmate must write in and request help 
      All appeals are exhausted 
      Possibility of evidence for DNA testing 
      Both DNA and non-DNA cases 
      Federal or state case   
      Felony conviction 
      Non-death penalty case 
      No longer represented by a private or court appointed attorney      
      Have 4-5 years remaining on sentence 
      Have 10 years or more remaining on sentence 
      State case only 
      A DNA case only 
      Claim factual innocence 
 
      6                (86%) 
      5                (71%) 
      4                (57%) 
      4                (57%) 
      4                (57%) 
      3                (43%) 
      2                (29%) 
      2                (29%) 
      2                (29%) 
      2                (29%) 
      1                (14%) 
      1                (14%) 
      1                (14%) 
      1                (14%) 
      1                (14%) 
Challenges faced in handling exoneration cases 
       Funding 
       Years of struggling to get case through the legal system 
       Access to information very difficult (state discovery laws) 
       Resistance from court 
       Finding evidence 
       Resistance from law enforcement 
       Resistance from prosecutors 
       Court system difficult without DNA as a factor     
       The inmates who do not know about the Innocence Project 
       Inmates who cannot read or write to request help 
 
     5                 (71%) 
     2                 (29%)    
     2                 (29%) 
     2                 (29%) 
     1                 (14%)     
     1                 (14%)  
     1                 (14%) 
     1                 (14%) 
     1                 (14%) 
     1                 (14%) 
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Family and friends of the inmate were noted as writing into the Innocence Project 
requesting help by 5 (71%) of the respondents.  Criminal justice professionals were noted by 3 
(43%) of the respondents to refer cases to the Innocence Project staff members. Lawyers, law 
enforcement officers, and court clerks will inform the Innocence Project of cases they hear about 
while in court. These types of referrals occur when a defendant is trying to get an appeal on his 
or her wrongful conviction. One (14%) of the Innocence Project respondents stated that they go 
to prisons to offer inmates help on possible wrongful conviction cases.  
The criteria for representing a case by the Innocence Project varied in several ways.  Each 
Innocence Project is an independent organization and set their own criteria for receiving cases. 
The most common criteria noted were that inmates are required to claim actual innocence to 
have their case accepted at 6 (86%) of the Innocence Project offices.  The Innocence Project only 
accepts a wrongful conviction case when the conviction occurred in the state that they are 
located was noted by 5 (71%) of the participants.  The Innocence Project staff members will 
refer an inmate to another location if the conviction did not occur in the area of the office that 
was contacted.  Four (57%) of the respondents stated that the inmate must write in and request 
help on their case personally. This is due to confidentiality issues with the inmate’s case 
information and it should only be discussed with the inmate. An additional 4 (57%) participants 
required that all appeals must be exhausted, and that the possibility of evidence be available for 
DNA testing must exist for them to accept a case. Three (43%) of the participants noted that they 
accepted both DNA and non-DNA cases, whereas, 1 (14%) respondent only accepts cases in 
which DNA testing can exonerate the inmate.   
Additional criteria set by the Innocence Project offices were when representing an inmate 
in a wrongful conviction case, felony convictions and both federal and state cases were accepted 
                                                                                                                         
 54 
by 2 (29%) of the participants, however, death penalty cases were not accepted.  Other 
requirements noted were that the inmate could no longer be represented by a private or court 
appointed attorney by 2 (29%) of the participants. The Innocence Project has limited funds and 
does not want to use their resources on cases where an attorney already represents an inmate.   
When requesting help an inmate must claim factual innocence is required by 1 (14%) of 
the participants. Inmates must state that they did not commit the crime in which they were 
wrongfully convicted of or have taken any part in the crime.  Sentence requirements set by 1 
(14%) of the participants were that an inmate must have at least four to five years remaining on 
his or her sentence, while another respondent required an inmate have at least ten years left on 
his or her sentence.  This requirement has been set by some Innocence Projects due to the fact 
that from the initial contact letter to an exoneration can take up to seven years.  
The challenges faced by the Innocence Project offices also varied in several ways. 
Funding was the largest challenge faced by 5 (71%) of the participants.  Several of the 
respondents stated they would not be able to operate without federal funding. Two (29%) of the 
participants stated that struggling for years to get a case through the legal system and gaining 
access to old case information was a challenge for them. It can take from five to seven years to 
get an exoneration case through the court system. The Innocence Project staff members have had 
a hard time finding documents in cases that were over 20 years old. Several law enforcement 
agencies had thrown away old case information. Resistance from law enforcement, the court, and 
prosecutors each were stated to be a challenge. Finding evidence was noted by 1(14%) of the 
respondents. Since there are no standards set on how or where evidence should be stored it has 
been very difficult for the Innocent Project staff members to find evidence on old cases. An 
inmate that does not know about the Innocence Project, or who cannot read or write to request 
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help were stated as a challenge by 1 (14%) of the respondents since the major requirement is that 
inmates must write in to request help. 
Table 6 reported the frequency and percentage for responses from the Innocence Project 
interviews.  Under the category for specific questions 6 (86%) of the respondents stated that 
mistaken eyewitness identification contributed to the wrongful conviction cases they exonerated. 
Witnesses were noted as making the wrong identification (having a bad memory), while police 
lineups were noted to contribute to eyewitness errors (the officer coached or hinted that the 
suspect was in the lineup).   
Table 6 
 
Frequency and Percentage for responses from the Innocence Project interviews (N=7) 
Responses to Specific Questions Frequency       Percent 
Factors that contributed to cases they have exonerated 
    Mistaken eyewitness identification 
    False confession      
    Ineffective assistance of counsel 
    Law enforcement misconduct      
    Faulty or outdated forensic scientific evidence 
    Prosecutor misconduct 
    Perjury/false accusation 
    Benefits to jailhouse snitches and co-defendants 
    Witnesses withholding or concealing information 
      
 
  
       6              (86%) 
       4              (57%) 
       4              (57%) 
       2              (29%) 
       1              (14%) 
       1              (14%) 
       1              (14%) 
       1              (14%) 
       1              (14%) 
   
 
Has Innocence Protection Act of 2004 helped in exoneration proceedings 
    Has not helped  
    Yes it has helped 
        
 
       6              (86%) 
       1              (14%) 
Policies or legislation they would like to see changed or enacted. 
    Police interrogations recorded         
    Evidence preservation 
    Police lineups        
    Compensation for exonerees 
    Forensic evidence reform  
    Update discovery laws that are outdated 
    Post-conviction DNA statutes  
    Habeas writ reform when science changes  
    Prosecutor misconduct 
 
       6              (86%) 
       3              (43%) 
       3              (43%) 
       2              (29%) 
       2              (29%) 
       2              (29%) 
       2              (29%) 
       1              (14%) 
       1              (14%) 
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False confessions and ineffective assistance of counsel was stated to be a contributing 
factor in wrongful convictions by 4 (57%) of the respondents. Defense attorneys were found to 
be bad lawyers with very little experience.  Public defenders that represented exonerees were 
over-worked, underpaid, and did not have money to hire witnesses.  
Faulty or outdated forensic scientific evidence, law enforcement and prosecutor 
misconduct, perjury and false accusation were each noted to be a contributing factor by 1(14%) 
of the participants. Benefits to jailhouse snitches or co-defendants, and witnesses withholding or 
concealing information was found to have contributed to wrongful convictions. Witnesses were 
known to withhold the fact that they were being paid by the state to testify.  
Six (86%) of the respondents stated that the Innocence Protection Act of 2004 has not 
helped them in exoneration proceedings. First, this is because the Innocence Protection Act was 
enacted to aid federal prisoners in proving their innocence. These six respondents stated that 
there cases were state cases and the Innocence Protection Act did not apply. Second, this is due 
to access to documents and evidence that has been very difficult to locate by the Innocence 
Project staff members on cases that were over 20 years old. Documents have either been 
destroyed or thrown away, and evidence was not properly stored and could not be tested. One 
(14%) of the respondents stated that the Innocence Protection Act did help in exoneration 
proceedings. This was due to the fact that the case was a federal case and DNA evidence from 
the original crime scene was found and was able to be tested. The defendant was excluded as the 
perpetrator of the crime, and then was exonerated.  
Six (86%) of the respondents stated that police interrogations should be recorded. In one 
state legislation requiring police interrogation be recorded was enacted, however, it was not 
applied statewide. Three (43%) of the participants stated that there should be policies enacted on 
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forensic evidence and police lineups. There should be criteria set for where and how evidence is 
stored, and that independent crime labs should conduct evidence testing. When lineups are 
conducted, the police officer should not know if the actual perpetrator is in the lineup (blind 
lineups) and that the instructions for lineups should be changed (officers cannot give hints that 
the suspect was in the lineup). Additional policies or legislation noted by 2 (29%) respondents 
were that outdated discovery laws needed to be changed to help in gaining materials for 
exoneration proceedings. States’ post-conviction DNA statutes should to be amended to make it 
easier for inmates to prove their innocence. Habeas writ should be reformed in the appeals 
process when the science changed from the original trial. One (14%) participant noted that the 
cause of death was changed from homicide to undetermined, therefore, a murder did not occur 
and the defendant should be allowed an appeal.  Prosecutor misconduct needing to be addressed 
and that there should be compensation for the exonerees was noted by 1 (14%) of the 
respondents. 
The factors that contributed to wrongful convictions that were noted in Innocence Project 
telephone interviews were consistent with previous research. Loftus (2003) found that in 
examining mistaken witness identification issues, human perception and memory were 
unreliable.  Wells and Olsen (2003) found that coaching or hinting to the witness that the suspect 
was in the lineup was consistent with these findings. Faulty or outdated forensic scientific 
evidence was noted in Garrett & Neufeld’s (2009) research, where they found that when 
providing results of the blood type of the suspect it was invalid. False confessions were 
significantly found to impact wrongful convictions in 57% of the cases that Leo & Ofshe (1998) 
analyzed.  
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Official misconduct by law enforcement, and prosecutors was consistent in (Findley & 
Scott, 2006; Huff, 2004; Martin, 2002; Ramsey & Frank, 2007) research.  Perjury and false 
accusation was found to impact 33% of the cases that Bedau & Radelet (1987) analyzed.  
Benefits to jailhouse snitches were consistent with Natapoff’s (2010) research, when it was noted 
that police and prosecutors would dismiss charges, reduce sentences, and give leniency for 
testimony. Ineffective assistance of counsel was noted in (Findley & Scott, 2006; Gould & Leo, 
2010) research. Witnesses withholding or concealing information was not consistent with 
previous research on the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions.         
Hypotheses Outcome 
 Hypothesis 1 was that mistaken witness identification, perjury and false accusation, and 
faulty or misleading forensic evidence substantially contributed to wrongful convictions that 
were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012.  Perjury and false accusation 
contributed in 228 (51%) of the cases, while mistaken witness identification contributed in 194 
(43%). In 100 (22%) of the cases examined faulty or misleading forensic evidence contributed to 
wrongful convictions. This hypothesis was fully supported and consistent with Gross’ (2005) 
research, in that perjury and false accusation contributed in 60 of the cases he analyzed. In Bedau 
and Radelet’s, (1987) study, mistaken witness identification contributed to 56 of the cases they 
examined.  Research by Garret & Neufeld, (2009) found that errors in dealing forensic evidence 
contributed to wrongful convictions.  
Hypothesis 2 was that the two most common offenses substantially related to wrongful 
convictions are murder and sexual assault.  Murder was related to 213 (48%) wrongful 
convictions and sexual assault was found in 96 (21%) of the cases analyzed. This hypothesis was 
positively supported and consistent with Garret’s (2011) research, in that murder occurred in 22 
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cases, and sexual assault was found in 171 of the cases he examined.  In Gross’ (2005) research 
murder was found in 205 of the cases he examined and sexual assault occurred in 121 wrongful 
convictions. 
Hypothesis 3 was that the South and Northeast regions of the United States are 
substantially impacted by wrongful convictions. Wrongful conviction rates in the Midwest were 
4.745 and 4.485 in the Northeast.  This hypothesis was not fully supported as the regions of the 
United States with highest rates of wrongful convictions were the Midwest and the Northeast, 
not the South and the Northeast as listed in hypothesis 3. This hypothesis was not consistent with 
Gross’ (2005) study that wrongful convictions occurred more frequently in the Northeast and the 
South. 
Hypothesis 4 was that DNA testing that excluded an exoneree as the perpetrator of the 
crime in which he or she was convicted substantially impacted a judges’ decision to grant a new 
trial.  DNA testing of the original crime scene evidence contributed in 184 (43%) new trials. This 
excluded the defendant as the perpetrator of the crime in which he or she was convicted. This 
hypothesis was fully supported and consistent with Gross’ (2005) research in that DNA testing 
existed in 144 of the cases he examined.  
Hypothesis 5 was that the most substantial outcome for exonerations that occurred from 
January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012 was the charges were dismissed or that the defendants 
were acquitted. The dismissal of charges was the leading outcome of an exoneration occurring in 
389 (87%) of the cases analyzed, while acquittals occurred in 32 (7%). This hypothesis is fully 
supported and consistent with Gross’ (2005) research of the 350 he examined the charges were 
dismissed in 263 cases, while 31 cases ended in an acquittal. 
 




 This study examined wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to 
September 1, 2012. Exoneration cases were analyzed to determine: (1) the total number of 
wrongful convictions that were exonerated since the enactment of Innocence Protection Act of 
2004; (2) the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions; (3) the most common offenses 
related to wrongful conviction; (4) in what state and regions of the United States have wrongful 
convictions occurred more frequently; (5) what new evidence led to a new trial being granted to 
the defendant; and (6) are the exonerations based on a pardon, acquittal, or dismissal of all 
charges related to the crime the person was originally convicted. The research was broken down 
into two parts: (1) qualitative research which included interviews with the Innocence Project 
staff members, and (2) quantitative research which included secondary analysis of the National 
Registry of Exonerations website.  
There were five hypotheses tested in this study using two types of analyses (secondary 
analysis and narrative analysis). Mistaken witness identification, perjury and false accusations, 
and faulty or misleading forensic science evidence were found to substantially contribute to 
wrongful convictions (hypothesis 1). Perjury and false accusations contributed in 228 (51%) 
cases, mistaken witness identification was found to contribute in 194 (43%) cases, and faulty or 
misleading forensic evidence contributed to 100 (22%) cases. Consistent with (Bedau & 
Radelet’s, 1987; Eckroth’s, 2004; Garret & Neufeld’s, 2009 Gross’, 2005) research mistaken 
witness identification, perjury or false accusation, and faulty or misleading forensic evidence was 
found to contribute to wrongful conviction cases they examined. The two most common offenses 
related to wrongful convictions were murder and sexual assault (hypothesis 2). Murder was 
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related to 213 (48%) of the 447 cases examined, while sexual assault was related to 96 (21%). 
Gross, (2005) examined 340 wrongful convictions, and found that murder was related to 205 
(60%) cases, and sexual assault was related to 121 (36%).  The South and Northeast regions of 
the United States were substantially impacted by wrongful convictions (hypothesis 3). The 
Midwest and the Northeast had the highest conviction rates of the all regions tested.  This was 
not consistent with Gross’ (2005) study in that he found wrongful convictions occurred more 
frequently in the South and the Northeast.  In Gross’ (2205) study, wrongful convictions that 
were exonerated from 1989 to 2003 were calculated by using the total number of exonerations 
that occurred in each state.  In this study, wrongful convictions that were exonerated from 
January 1, 2004 to September 2012 were calculated using a different method. The total number 
of exonerations were multiplied by 10,000 and then divided by the prison population totals for 
each state and region. Applying this method revealed different results in where wrongful 
convictions occurred more frequently. This is due to prison populations varying by states and 
regions of the United States. DNA testing that excluded an exoneree as the perpetrator of the 
crime in which he or she was convicted substantially impacted a judge’s decision to grant a new 
trial (hypothesis 4).  DNA testing existed in 184 (43%) of the cases examined. Gross (2005) 
stated that DNA testing has made exonerations newsworthy shedding light on the fact that 
wrongful convictions do occur. He found that DNA testing existed in 144 (42%) of the cases he 
examined. The most substantial outcome for exonerations that occurred from January 1, 2004 to 
September 1, 2012 was that the charges were dismissed or that the defendants were acquitted 
(hypothesis 5). The charges were dismissed in 389 (87%) of the 447 cases analyzed, while 
acquittals were found in 32(7%) cases. Gross (2205) stated that after an inmate was granted a 
new trial due to new evidence, the prosecutor decided not to retry the case and the case was 
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dismissed, or during the new trial the jury found the defendant not guilty, leading to an acquittal. 
He found that in the 340 case he examined, the charges were dismissed in 263(77%) and 31(9%) 
were acquitted. 
In addition to hypotheses findings, this study discovered other major findings. One of the 
major findings of this study was that when examining the evidence that led to a new trial being 
granted, no crime occurred in 70 cases. People were wrongfully convicted of crimes that never 
occurred, that were fabricated when people perjured themselves and falsely accused someone of 
a crime that did not occur.  This was found to happen in cases of child sex abuse 24 (34%), 
sexual assault 15 (21%), and murder 12 (17%).  In one of the child sex abuse cases, a custody 
battle between parents getting a divorce prompted a false claim so that the husband could not get 
custody. In the second child sex abuse case a student falsely accused her teacher because she did 
not like him.  In a murder case, a day care provider was charged with murder in association with 
shaken baby syndrome; however, the child died from sickle cell anemia and it was determined 
that the bruises were from the hospital procedures to revive the child. In a sexual assault case a 
woman fabricated a sexual assault claim because her friends were angry with her for stranding 
them and going to a party with the suspect. A second sexual assault case was when a woman 
fabricated a sexual assault claim against her sister’s boyfriend because she was angry with him 
for breaking up with her sister. The most common contributing factors to wrongful convictions 
where no crime occurred were perjury or false accusation (100% in child sex abuse cases), 
official misconduct (33% in child sex abuse cases), inadequate legal defense (33% in sexual 
assault cases), and false or misleading forensic evidence (92% in murder cases).  
 A second major finding of this study is that of the 447 exonerations there were 31 federal 
cases, with 8 (26%) of the crimes being drug possession or sale. This is not consistent with the 
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most common offenses as a whole for the 447 exonerations, which was murder at 213 (48%). 
Murder only occurred in 2 (6%) of the federal cases. The factors that contributed to wrongful 
convictions in federal cases were official misconduct in 25 (81%) of the cases, perjury or false 
accusation in 18 (58%), mistaken witness identification in 3 (10%), false or misleading forensic 
evidence in 2 (6%), inadequate legal defense in 2 (6%). False confession did not contribute to 
wrongful convictions in federal cases at all. This is not consistent with factors that contributed to 
wrongful convictions as a whole for the 447 cases. False confessions occurred in 63 (14%) of the 
447 cases examined. False confessions would appear to be more common in state cases. When 
examining federal cases no DNA testing contributed to exonerations. However, of the 447 
exonerations examined DNA testing contributed to 184 (41%) cases.  Evidence presented to a 
judge that led to a new trial such as: prosecutor misconduct, witness recanting original trial 
testimony, no crime occurred, and police misconduct are the factors that exonerated the 
defendant, therefore, DNA testing was not needed. 
 A third major finding was that of the 447 exonerations examined; there were 20 females 
that were wrongfully convicted. The top three offenses for females were murder at 10 (50%), 
child abuse 2 (10%), and robbery 2 (10%).  A female being convicted of murder was surprising 
since women usually commit less violent crimes such as prostitution, counterfeiting, forgery, and 
fraud (Becker & McCorkel, 2011). The top three offenses as a whole for the 447 exonerations 
were murder 213 (48%), sexual assault 96 (21%), and child sex abuse 41 (9%). The contributing 
factors in the female cases were perjury or false accusation 9 (45%), false or misleading forensic 
evidence 9 (45%), false confession 5 (25%), inadequate legal defense 5 (25%), official 
misconduct 4 (20%), and mistaken witness identification 3 (15%). Of the 447 cases examined 
false or misleading forensic evidence contributed in 100 (22%) cases, false confession 63 (14%), 
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inadequate legal defense 63 (14%) contributed at lower percentages than in the female cases; 
however, mistaken witness identification 194 (43%), and perjury and false accusation 228 (51%) 
contributed at higher percentages than in the female cases. 
A fourth major finding of this study was in the interviews conducted with the Innocence 
project. Six (86%) of the interviewees stated that they did not feel that the Innocence Protection 
Act of 2004 had helped their organization in the exoneration proceedings. However, one (14%) 
of the interviewees stated that it helped their organization. This is due to the fact that the 
Innocence Protection Act was enacted to aid federal prisoners in proving their innocence. The 
respondents stated that their cases were state cases and the Innocence Protection Act did not 
apply. In certain states access to documents and evidence has been very difficult to locate by the 
Innocence Project staff members on cases that are over 20 years old. Documents have either been 
destroyed or thrown away, and evidence was not properly stored and could not be tested. One 
(14%) of the respondents stated that the Innocence Protection Act did help in exoneration 
proceedings. This was due to the fact that the case was a federal case and DNA evidence from 
the original crime scene was found and was able to be tested. The defendant was excluded as the 
perpetrator of the crime, and then was exonerated.  
One of the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions found during exoneration 
proceedings were that witnesses were found to withhold or conceal information.  This factor has 
not been noted in previous research. When witnesses were asked if they received any benefit for 
testifying for the prosecution, they stated they did not. Years later it was discovered that they 
knew in advance they were receiving benefits for testifying against the suspect. These witnesses 
were not the jailhouse snitches or co-defendants that are usually rounded up by police officers or 
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prosecutors. All of the other contributing factors relating to wrongful convictions were consistent 
with previous research as noted in the findings section.  
Funding was one the most consistent challenges for the Innocence Project. Each state has 
challenges that contribute to the Innocence Project when exonerating a person who has been 
wrongfully convicted. Some states have very strict statutes regarding discovery, post-conviction 
DNA procedures, while some do not have post-conviction DNA statutes at all. Finding evidence 
was noted as a challenge due to the fact that there are no consistencies on how or where evidence 
is stored, making it difficult to locate evidence that can be over 20 years old. Most of the 
interviewees were consistent when stating what policies or legislation they would like to see 
enacted concerning wrongful convictions. Six (86%) of the respondents felt police interrogations 
should be recorded, while 3 (43%) felt evidence preservation and police line ups needed 
reforming to minimize errors related to wrongful convictions. 
Policy Implications 
 The results displayed in this study revealed that innocent people have been wrongfully 
convicted for crimes they did not commit and in some cases no crime occurred at all due to 
errors from witnesses and/or criminal justice professionals. Policies and legislation could be 
enacted to reduce some errors and minimize the possibilities of wrongful convictions. The formal 
adoption of a policy such as a court decision, or administrative rule is only the beginning of 
reform. Zalman (2006) noted that for a reform to be effective, a policy must be implemented, and 
implementation extends from problem solving, adoption, budgeting or redesign.  Evidence 
preservation reform should include more consistent practices among states on how and where 
evidence is stored. Law enforcement offices should not destroy records or evidence. Currently 
there are 18 states that do not have any state laws requiring the preservation of evidence 
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("Reforms by state," 2012). In addition to evidence preservation, crime labs should be accredited. 
Griebel (2012) noted that all states should have standards in place that requires DNA exoneration 
evidence testing to come from an accredited laboratory. This standard should also apply to all 
types of forensic evidence testing when used in criminal proceedings. Griebel (2012) also noted 
that standard practices would ensure that forensic examiners are continuing their education.  
Reform could be implemented to record all police interrogations to remove possibilities 
of any errors or false confessions. Recording police interrogations would eliminate any disputes 
over what was said and done. Sullivan (2005) states that prosecutors, defense attorneys, and trial 
judges would no longer have to evaluate conflicting records of the interrogations. In July 2005, 
Illinois passed legislation requiring all custodial interrogations be recorded (Sullivan, 2005). 
Currently there are 20 states with laws requiring that interrogations be recorded ("Reforms by 
state," 2012). Recording police interrogations saves a state from making devastating errors in 
wrongfully convicting the innocent (Leo & Richman, 2007).  Zalman (2012) states that even if 
there effort is to act keep as few as 2,000 innocent inmates a year out of prison, further the ideals 
of justice and commitment to professionalism in the justice system are supported. 
Limitations 
The limitations of this study were the sample size of the interviews with only seven 
participants. With the Innocence Project having over 40 locations in the United States this was 
not a good representation for this study. More participants may have revealed other factors found 
during exoneration proceedings that contributed to wrongful convictions. The time frame was 
very short for conducting the secondary analysis of the National Registry of Exonerations, to 
examine wrongful convictions that were exonerated from January 1, 2004 to September 1, 2012. 
This may have only revealed a small amount of information on the cases especially since the 
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results for 2012 include only partial year totals. A larger sample size and more time could reveal 
a larger impact for female cases, federal cases, the cases in which no crime occurred, and if DNA 
testing contributed to the exonerations. Inferential analysis could not be done on this study since 
all data sets examined were total numbers. 
Future Research  
Future studies could examine the number of wrongful convictions in other countries 
compared to the United States. The type of law practiced by other countries could be analyzed 
for total number of wrongful convictions. Does the practice of Common Law or Civil Law 
impact wrongful conviction totals?  Future research could also examine states that have higher 
exoneration rates and look for the common factors that contributed to the wrongful convictions. 
This could reveal what practices count for higher wrongful conviction rates in specific states. In 
the states that have enacted policies requiring that police interrogations be recorded, this could be 
examined to test if these practices have reduced the risks of wrongful convictions.  Future 
research could also examine if the factors that contributed to wrongful convictions that existed in 
cases that were over 20 years old, exist in current cases. Sentences could be analyzed that the 
wrongfully convicted received, to determine if they are harsher or longer sentences, or are they 
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Frequency and Percentages of crimes related to wrongful convictions that were exonerated 
between January 1, 2004 and September 1, 2012. 
(n=31) 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Murder 
Sexual Assault  
Child sex assault 
Robbery 
Drug possession or sale 
Attempted murder 
Arson 















































Tax evasion/fraud               2                        0 
Attempt violent                    1                        0 
Conspiracy                             1                                              0 
Destruction of property              1                        0 
Military justice offense              1                        0 
Other                 1                        0 
Other nonviolent felony              1                                   0 
Solicitation                 1                        0 
Theft                 1                                              0 
Accessory to murder               0                        0 
Burglary/unlawful entry              0                        0 
Possession of stolen property         0                        0 














Wrongful conviction Rates by region and 
states 
     
        REGION 1 NORTHEAST 4.485 
     DIVISION 1 
  
DIVISION 2 
   NEW ENGLAND 
 
MIDDLE ATLANTIC 
   CT 1.553 
 
NJ 1.200 
   ME 0 
 
NY 7.590 
   MA 9.724 
 
PA 3.316 
   NH 3.622 
      RI 0 
      VT 0 
      
                REGION 2 MIDWEST 4.745 
     DIVISION3 
  
DIVISION 4 
   EAST NORTH CENTRAL 
 
WEST NORTH CENTRAL 
   IN 1.070 
 











   OH 3.094 
 
MO 3.919 
   WI 6.161 
 
NE 13.080 
   
        
        REGION 3 SOUTH 2.736 







EAST SOUTH CENTRAL 
 






















      NC 3.241 
      SC 0.424 
      VA 3.742 
      WV 0 
      
        
        REGION 4 WEST 2.057 
     DIVISION 8 
  
DIVISION 9 
   MOUNTAIN 
  
PACIFIC 
    AZ 0.498 
 
AK 0 
   CO 0.877 
 
CA 2.484 
   ID 2.691 
 
HI 1.691 
   NM 1.502 
 
OR 0.714 
   MT 0 
 
WA 4.936 
   UT 4.407 
      NV 0.790 
      WY 4.735 
      





Frequency and Percentage of State and Federal cases with crimes and contributing factors related 
to wrongful convictions that were exonerated between January 1, 2004 and September 1, 2012. 
State cases (n=416)   Federal cases (n=31) 
Variable      State Federal 
Murder 
Sexual Assault  
Child sex assault 
Robbery 
Drug possession or sale 
Attempted murder 
Arson 









Sex offender registration 
Supporting terrorism 
211 (51%) 




















  3 (10%) 














Tax evasion/fraud                          1 (0%)                 1 (3%) 
Attempt violent                         0 (0%)             1 (3%) 
Conspiracy                                       1 (0%)                            0 (0%) 
Destruction of property                 1 (0%)                 0 (0%) 
Military justice offense                 0 (0%)                 1 (3%) 
Other                           1 (0%)                 0 (0%) 
Other nonviolent felony               0 (0%)                            1 (3%) 
Solicitation                            1 (0%)                            0 (0%) 
Theft                         1 (0%)                            0 (0%) 
Accessory to murder                      0 (0%)                 0 (0%) 
Burglary/unlawful entry                 0 (0%)                   0 (0%) 
Possession of stolen property               0 (0%)                 0 (0%) 
Traffic offense                        0 (0%)                 0 (0%) 
 
Variable                       State                               Federal 
Perjury or false accusation           210 (50%)                     18 (58%) 
Mistaken witness identification        191 (46%)                         3 (10%)  
Official misconduct            162 (39%)                  25 (81%) 
False or misleading forensic evidence      98 (24%)                           2 (6%) 
False Confession         63 (15%)                            0 (0%) 
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APPENDIX E 
Insight into the Wrongly Convicted Study Cover letter 
September 1, 2012 
Dear Participant: 
Wrongful convictions have plagued the criminal justice system in the United States for decades, 
robbing innocent people of their freedom. The research on wrongful convictions started in the 
early 30’s, to identify the causes associated with wrongful convictions.  This study will look at 
the number of wrongful convictions that have been exonerated, the factors contributing to 
wrongful convictions, the most common offense related to wrongful convictions, and the region 
of the United States where wrongful convictions occur more frequently. This study will examine 
the causes of wrongful convictions discovered through exoneration proceedings.  Although there 
will be no direct benefit to you for taking part in this study, the researcher may learn more about 
the causes associated with wrongful convictions. 
 
You will be asked to answer questions on the causes of wrongful convictions discovered by you 
or your organization during exoneration proceedings. It is expected that it should take no longer 
than 20 minutes to complete the interview. Interview questions will be emailed 2 days in advance 
of the interview. Please be assured that your participation in this study will be strictly 
confidential, and that your name will not be used in describing the findings of the research.  You 
can refuse to answer any questions, or withdraw at any time without penalty. You must be 18 of 
age or older to participate in this study. 
 
If you have any concerns or questions about this study, please feel free to contact me. If you 
would like to have a copy of the study results, please let me know so that I can forward you a 
copy of the report when it is finished.   
 
Please accept my sincere appreciation for participating in this study. 
Sincerely, 
 
Chermaine Cribb     Sutham Cobkit 
Graduate Student      Faculty Advisor 
Department of Sociology & Criminal Justice            Department of Sociology & Criminal Justice 
Kennesaw State University                                        Kennesaw State University 
1000 Chastain Road               1000 Chastain Road 
Kennesaw, GA 30144     Kennesaw, GA 30144 
   
The purpose of this research has been explained and my participation is voluntary.  I have the 
right to stop participation at any time without penalty.  I understand that the research has no 
known risks, and I will not be identified.  By completing this survey, I am agreeing to participate 
in this research project. 
 
THIS PAGE MAY BE REMOVED AND KEPT BY EACH PARTICIPANT 
 
Research at Kennesaw State University that involves human participants is carried out under the oversight 
of an Institutional Review Board.  Questions or problems regarding these activities should be addressed to 
the Institutional Review Board, Kennesaw State University, 1000 Chastain Road, #0112, Kennesaw, GA 
30144-5591, (678) 797-2268  





Wrongful Conviction Interview Questions 
The telephone interviews will consist of the following questions: 
General Questions 
3) How do you receive cases for review, and what criteria has been set to determine if a case 
will be represented by your office/organization? 
4) What do you think the biggest challenges your office/organization faces in handling 
exoneration cases? 
Specific Questions 
4) What factors have contributed to the wrongful conviction cases you have worked on?  
5) How has the enactment of the Innocence Protection Act of 2004 helped your 
office/organization in the exoneration proceedings?  
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